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First responders and the agencies for which they work face numerous
challenges in identifying and assisting human trafficking survivors.
This article aims to outline the ways in which first responders in a
Midwestern state identify and provide services to human trafficking
survivors. Six months after attending a two-day training aimed at recognizing and assisting human trafficking survivors, first responders
were invited to participate in a follow-up survey regarding the training that they received. Responses were collected from 270 participants
who work at various government, medical, or social service agencies
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in both rural and urban service areas across the state. Results focus on
perceived prevalence of human trafficking, type of trafficking survivor
populations served, barriers to service provision, and confidence in
identifying indicators of human trafficking.
Keywords: Human trafficking, first responders, provision, community
services, victim identification

Human trafficking (HT) is recognized globally as a violation
of basic human rights with significant implications for victims’
health and wellbeing (Baye & Heumann, 2014; Greenbaum et al.,
2015). Prevalence figures for HT are notoriously suspect; nonetheless, the International Labour Organization (2017)—with the
assistance of the Walk Free Foundation—recently revealed a
new “global estimate” of 24.9 million trafficking victims worldwide at any given point. Victims are often vulnerable individuals who have struggled with poverty, have limited access to
education, have a history of child abuse or neglect, have experienced homelessness, or may have been transported to another
country in which they are unfamiliar with its laws, language,
and culture (Clawson et al., 2009; Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000).
It is now well understood that trafficking in persons does
not just occur in low- and middle-income countries, but within the borders of the United States as well (Bales & Lize, 2005;
Brennan, 2014; Goździak, 2016). Within the U.S., as elsewhere,
victim identification is difficult—largely due to the clandestine
nature of the trafficking industry—thereby limiting critical services to survivors that might improve quality of life and wellbeing. First responders (FR) are poised to come into contact with
HT survivors via their work in medical settings, social service
agencies, and law enforcement. The ability of FRs to correctly
identify HT victims is paramount to their ability to provide appropriate services and assistance. Despite the potential value to
including FRs in anti-trafficking research, to date, such studies
are relatively uncommon. To this end, we sought to ascertain
information from FRs that could be used, we believe, in future
trainings for those most likely to encounter HT survivors. Four
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goals guided this study. First, we sought to assess FRs’ beliefs
regarding the commonality and prevalence of HT. Second, this
investigation was intended to identify common demographics of HT survivors receiving services. The third goal was to
delineate barriers to service provision as well as to survivors’
seeking services. Finally, we sought to identify FRs’ perceptions
of training and preparedness in identifying and responding to
the needs of HT survivors. Below, we provide context from the
literature regarding HT in Nebraska, as well as FRs’ experience
with HT.

Literature Review

Human Trafficking in Nebraska
In the United States, as elsewhere, there are two commonly
recognized categories of HT: sex trafficking and labor trafficking. Victims trafficked into the commercial sex industry may be
forced into activities such as prostitution, pornography, and exotic dancing (Richards, 2004; U.S. Department of Justice, 2017).
Labor trafficking victims are often forced to work in dangerous or extreme conditions in factories, farming, restaurants, or
in household domestic servitude (U.S. Department of Justice,
2017). Due to the multifaceted nature of victim identification for
researchers, service providers, and victims themselves, accurate
estimates of the rates of HT prove difficult to obtain (Clawson
et al., 2009). Within the U.S. specifically, official prevalence rates
are elusive; however, between 2016 and 2017 the Polaris Project (2018) identified a 13% increase in rates of identified victims,
through the use of their HT hotline.
Domestically, HT is most frequently associated with large
cities and urban centers, and typically coastal states and other
major international points of entry (Schwarz et al., 2018). As a
land-locked, rural state that lacks a thriving tourism industry,
Nebraska does not fit the profile. However, two unique features of the state make Nebraska potentially attractive for HT
perpetrators. First, Interstate 80 (I-80), a prominent intercoastal highway, cuts across a 455-mile corridor from east to west
through the center of the state. I-80 is a major thoroughfare for
the transportation of goods; as such, it is populated with numerous commercial truck stops and rest areas. Since the commercial trucking industry is implicated as a significant player
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in the trafficking of girls and women for purposes of sexual
exploitation (Polaris Project, 2012; Shared Hope International, 2018), these truck stops and rest areas have the capacity for
playing a role in the trafficking process. Second, agriculture is
Nebraska’s leading industry, which contributed $25 billion to
the state’s economy in 2014 (Nebraska Department of Agriculture, 2016). In 2016, 92% of Nebraska land was utilized by farms
and ranches (Nebraska Department of Agriculture, 2016). Agricultural workers are often migrants and thus are vulnerable
to labor exploitation owing to undocumented immigration status, rural isolation, and limited knowledge of their individual
rights. Despite these two prominent factors contributing to HT
within the state, rates of victimization are unknown.
First Responders and Anti-Trafficking Training
FRs are those who are likely to encounter, or be a first point
of contact for, HT survivors, because of their employment (e.g.,
law enforcement, medical professions, victims’ services, and
community-based organizations). FRs face numerous challenges in identifying and reporting HT offenses. Generally, this
group lacks training regarding elements of HT, including victim identification and the provision of services (Farrell et al.,
2010). Limited training likely influences FRs’ depth of knowledge about HT, signs indicative of HT victim status, and services victims may require. As FRs have specific access to HT
survivors, they are in a distinctive position to provide a variety
of resources, including assistance in exiting their situation if the
victim is prepared to do so. With such access, it is crucial to
know how FRs can best be prepared to identify and provide
services to victims of HT.
Health care providers and law enforcement are two examples of FRs that often encounter HT survivors during their exploitation. Health care providers are among those most likely to
encounter HT survivors and are therefore in a unique position
to provide assistance (Dovydaitis, 2010; Grace et al., 2014; Stoklosa et al., 2017). However, a national study of 180 health care
providers indicated that only five percent of participants had
received training on identifying and responding to HT victims
(Chisolm-Straker et al., 2012). In regards to identifying labor
trafficking victims, Recknor et al. (2018) reported that health
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care providers simply did not know the correct questions to ask,
and that providers were uncertain about identifying patients
as victims of HT in part because of an inability to distinguish
between prostitution and sex trafficking or poor working conditions and labor trafficking. Although many health care providers indicate that training on HT would increase their ability
to recognize victims, justifying resources for training is challenging when there is a lack of previously reported victims being treated (Recknor et al., 2018). Therefore, a cycle is formed
where health care providers do not receive adequate training
to identify or provide services to HT victims, followed by low
funding allocations for further training, as only a meager number of cases are reported.
Similarly, law enforcement’s ability to identify HT victims
is particularly important in that they are a likely source to encounter victims through their work (Wilson et al., 2006). Although they are likely to encounter victims, a lack of knowledge
regarding HT can lead to underestimating the magnitude of the
problem. In a national study of 210 law enforcement personnel, it was found that participants who had more knowledge
about HT had an increased likelihood of viewing the issue as
a serious matter (Clawson et al., 2006). Gaps in knowledge and
protocol also can impact the outcomes and services available
to victims when law enforcement personnel address potential HT cases. Wilson and Dalton (2008) identified differences
in how law enforcement addresses minors participating in the
commercial sex industry. Looking at two cities within the state
of Ohio, one city’s law enforcement personnel interviewed and
debriefed these individuals as potential HT victims; in another city, minors were treated as offenders, and the possibility of
their status as a victim of HT was not addressed (Wilson & Dalton, 2008).
Barriers in Accessing and Providing Services
Since many victims of HT come from vulnerable populations, traffickers are purposeful in exploiting these vulnerabilities to their own benefit. The U.S. Department of Justice
(2017) reports that traffickers often use false promises of safety,
stability, love, or a better life to manipulate their victims into
servitude. Considering the level of control that traffickers hold
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over their victims, HT survivors are in need of wide-ranging
services, including but not limited to safety, housing, medical
care, mental health, legal assistance, food, clothing, advocacy,
substance abuse treatment, job training and employment, education, crisis intervention, counseling, legal guardianship,
child care, transportation, and service coordination (Clawson
& Dutch, 2008; Lederer & Wetzel, 2014). Although the needs
of survivors are widespread, community service agencies face
barriers in identifying, implementing, and providing these services to the individuals who would benefit from them.
Barriers that FRs face in providing assistance to HT victims
include lack of knowledge and training regarding HT; availability and understanding of culturally appropriate services;
language barriers; difficulty in identifying victims; ineffective
coordination of services; safety concerns; and lack of resources and funding (Clawson & Dutch, 2008; Clawson et al., 2009;
Davy, 2015; Powell, Asbill, Louis, et al., 2018). Without proper
training, service providers that interface with HT survivors
may not recognize that the individual is a victim, rendering
the provision of services impossible. However, after receiving
training regarding HT, service providers have been shown to
more frequently recognize indicators of trafficking. Grace et
al. (2014) found that for health care providers who underwent
HT training, the proportion of providers who suspected their
patient was a victim of HT increased from 17% to 38%. When
trainings occur, it is imperative that evaluation and feedback
are incorporated to gain an understanding of participants’ acquired knowledge and potential future directions to improve
the training. Rollins et al. (2017) stated, “As training programs
and the public health lens become more widely adopted, building practice-policy-feedback loops will help ensure that evidence-based standards of care are developed and applied effectively to all populations at risk for human trafficking” (p. 64).
While service providers face numerous difficulties in offering services, HT victims also face barriers in accessing them.
Fear of the trafficker can limit a victim’s willingness or ability to
vocalize their victimization to service providers (Recknor et al.,
2018; Rollins et al., 2017). Further, traffickers often will not leave
their victims alone with service providers, impeding the ability
of the service provider and the victim to communicate openly
and safely (Lederer & Wetzel, 2014). When offering services to
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individuals that appear to be potential HT victims, it is best to
attempt to speak to them alone, separating them from potential
traffickers and allowing for safe communication (Powell, Asbill,
Brew, et al., 2018). Minors and parents face additional barriers in
accessing services due to concerns of being reported to Child
Protective Services (CPS) (Gibbs et al., 2015). Many FRs are mandated reporters, and thus must report any instances of suspected child abuse and/or neglect to CPS (Powell, Asbill, Louis, et
al., 2018).
Physically accessing available services is another barrier
to survivors of HT in receiving assistance that is available to
them. Recknor et al. (2018) reported that health service providers indicate that a lack of coordinated community resources for
HT services prevents referrals from being made, which impacts
victims’ hopefulness of receiving help—therefore they do not
attempt to disclose their status as a trafficking victim. Another
recent study supported this report, finding that the best way to
reduce barriers for HT victims in accessing much-needed services is to collocate services, providing numerous resources in
the same location (Gibbs et al., 2015). Waitlists and cost of service also provide challenges to victims’ abilities to access services (Clawson & Dutch, 2008).
The stigma associated with work performed during their
victimizations is an additional barrier to HT victims pursuing
services (Clawson & Dutch, 2008; Zimmerman et al., 2008). Often, victims are embarrassed or feel ashamed of the assumptions that will be made about them if they disclose their experiences. As many HT victims are involved in illegal activity as
a part of their bondage, the fear of deportation or arrest also
presents an obstacle to accessing available services (Farrell et
al., 2010; Powell, Asbill, Brew, et al., 2018). Additionally, as the
legal landscape regarding HT is developing, penalties for traffickers and solicitors are also changing; for example, in Nebraska, Legislative Bill 289 allows for the penalty of life in prison
for traffickers and up to 50 years in prison for those paying for
services from victims of sex or labor trafficking (Duggan, 2017).
Victims may be unaware of legislative changes such as these
when deciding whether or not to pursue services or report their
victim status.
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Context
In 2015, the U.S. Bureau of Justice Assistance and the
Office of Victims of Crime partnered to fund comprehensive,
multidisciplinary, state-wide task forces with the explicit goal
of enhancing collaboration between law enforcement and
victim service partners in local communities. The Nebraska
Human Trafficking Task Force (NHTTF) was commissioned
in October 2015. Specialized FR training was a significant part
of the grant and was supervised by the Nebraska Attorney
General’s Office. The Salvation Army was the administrator of
the survivors’ needs and services coordination component of
the grant. The Salvation Army Fight to End Trafficking (SAFE-T)
was thus established and included a services director and three
regional coordinators. The NHTTF conducted trainings for FRs
in six regions across the state of Nebraska over a three month
period of time. The training lasted two days and covered topics
such as policies and definitions of HT, survivor advocacy,
identifying trafficking survivors, investigating sex trafficking,
and immigration. All FRs who completed the training were
targeted for inclusion in this investigation.

Methods
Procedures
Across the six regional locations, 698 FRs attended the training.
Six months after trainings were complete, all 698 attendees were
invited to participate in the post training survey via email listserv.
Survey questions were developed in conjunction with the NHTTF
trainers. A Qualtrics survey link was active for participants to access for a period of eight months. Upon completion of the survey,
participants could elect to enter a drawing for a chance to win one
of six $50 gift cards. In total, 297 responses were recorded. However, entries having a majority of incomplete data were removed and
the final sample consists of 270 responses.
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Survey Instrument
The survey instrument consisted of 32 questions. In addition to demographics, participants responded to questions to
assess HT knowledge (prevalence, victim identification), service
provision, and barriers to providing services. Response choices
included Likert scale (e.g., “Based on your agency’s experience,
how often would you say human trafficking occurs, not just in
your jurisdiction, but throughout Nebraska?”); dichotomous
(e.g., “Does your agency provide services to human trafficking
survivors?”); multiple choice (e.g., “In your opinion, what barriers exist for your agency in providing services to human trafficking victims?”); and long answer (e.g., “To what extent was
the Nebraska Human Trafficking Task Force Training useful for
you professionally?”).
Participants
Survey participants included 270 FRs representing all six
behavioral health regions of the state of Nebraska (see Table 1
for demographic data). Participants were grouped into three
categories based on the type of agencies in which they were
Table 1. Participants’ Agency Type, Gender, and Location
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employed: (a) government and justice system, (b) medical and
mental health care, and (c) social services. Government and
justice system positions included law enforcement, probation,
prosecution, legal defense, and government agency roles. Social
services included positions with education, domestic violence
and sexual assault prevention, youth services, foster care, and
general nonprofit agencies. Medical and mental health positions
included forensic nurses, emergency clinic medical staff, and
other health care professionals who might encounter HT victims. Participants were also grouped by gender and the locations of the agencies at which they were employed, with a neareven divide between participants in rural and urban settings.
Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using SPSS Version 25 software. Bivariate correlations were conducted to explore associations between
location (urban, rural), gender, and agency (medical and mental
health care, justice system and government, social services) in
relation to survey results. Independent t tests were used to determine mean differences regarding location and gender, and
analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests were conducted to examine
mean differences between agency types. Chi-square tests of independence were used to examine the relationship between location, gender, and agency with multiple survey factors. Finally,
short answer responses were summarized and presented using
thematic analysis.

Results
Perception of Human Trafficking Prevalence
Survey participants were asked to gauge the prevalence
of HT within their own communities and across the state as
a whole. To gain an understanding of their responses, we reviewed the following questions from the survey: (1) “Based
on your agency’s experience, how often would you say human
trafficking occurs in your jurisdiction?” and (2) “Based on your
agency’s experience, how often would you say human trafficking occurs throughout Nebraska?” Table 2 indicates participants’
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Table 2. Perceptions of Human Trafficking Prevalence by Location

perceived prevalence of HT within their own communities and
across the entire state of Nebraska.
Bivariate correlations revealed a significant positive association between location (rural/urban) and perception of the
prevalence of HT within a given jurisdiction, r(270) = .25, p <
.001. A significant positive association was also found between
gender and how often HT is perceived to occur within a given
jurisdiction (r(268) = .19, p = .002), as well how often HT is perceived to occur statewide (r(268) = .21, p < .001). Results indicate
a positive association between female participants and viewing
prevalence of HT as occurring more frequently both locally and
across the state.
Independent samples t tests allowed for comparison of responses by gender (male/female) and location type (rural/urban). There was a significant difference between rural (M = 3.07,
SD = .92) and urban (M = 3.55, SD = .97) participant responses
regarding perception of HT in their jurisdiction, t(268) = −4.19,
p < .001. Not surprisingly, rural participants believe HT occurs
less often in their jurisdiction than urban participants. No significant difference was found between rural (M = 4.23, SD = .67)
and urban (M = 4.22, SD = .72) participant responses regarding
the perceived frequency of statewide HT, t(268) = .144, p = .89.
A significant difference was found between male (M = 3.05,
SD = .97) and female (M = 3.43, SD = .95) responses regarding
perceived rates of HT in their jurisdiction, t(266) = −3.08, p =
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.002. Specifically, male participants believe HT occurs in their
jurisdictions less often than do their female counterparts. In
addition, there was a significant difference between male (M
= 4.02, SD = .78) and female (M = 4.33, SD = .61) participants regarding statewide frequency of HT, t(266) = −3.50, p = .001. These
results suggest male participants believe HT occurs less often
statewide than female participants.
A one-way between subjects ANOVA was conducted to
compare how frequently participants working in the justice/
government, medical/mental health, and social services fields
reported that, based on their agencies’ experiences, HT occurs
in their jurisdiction. No significant differences were found between agencies’ reporting on the perceived frequency of HT in
their jurisdictions, F(2, 267) = 0.38, p = .69. In addition, no significant differences were found between agencies regarding the
perceived frequency of statewide HT F(2, 267) = 2.87, p = .06.
Service Provision
To determine the rates at which agencies provided services
to HT survivors, participants were asked, “Does your agency
provide services to human trafficking survivors?” The majority
(62.6%) of participants reported that their agency did provide
services to HT survivors. Of the remaining participants, 11.9%
indicated that although their agencies were not currently providing services to HT survivors, they planned to in the future.
Chi-square tests of independence revealed that there was a significant difference between genders in the way participants responded to this question, Χ2(2, 268) =7.69, p = .02, V=0.17. Females
were more likely than males to indicate that their agencies provided services to HT survivors (67.9% and 51.2%, respectively).
There were no significant relationships found between agency
or location type regarding service provision.
In seeking to understand the populations to which FRs were
providing services, participants were asked if their agencies
had provided services to sex trafficked minors, sex trafficked
adults, or individuals involved in labor trafficking. Results are
presented in Table 3. Chi-square tests of independence revealed
no significant relationships between gender, location, or agency
type and responses to this question. Although results do not
show a significant relationship, these results are indicative of
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Table 3. Types of Trafficking Encountered by Participants

the differences in rates of service provision for sex and labor
trafficking, with only 25.6% of participants indicating that their
agency had provided services to labor trafficking survivors,
whereas 37.6% of participants indicated providing services to
sex trafficking survivors who were minors and 40.7% to adults.
To better understand the demographics of the HT survivors
to whom participants were providing services, we asked, “Based
on experiences with your agency, which demographic group of
trafficking survivors do you see most/least often?” Participants
were able to select one of five options: (a) Minor U.S. Citizens, (b)
Minor Non U.S. Citizens, (c) Adult U.S. Citizens, (d) Adult Non U.S.
Citizens, or (e) We don’t see any trafficking survivors. Results are
presented in Tables 4 and 5, respectively. Observed in Table 4,
bivariate correlations revealed a significant positive association
between the survivor group that participants see most often and
location (r(270) = .20, p = .001), gender (r(268) = .16, p = .009), and
agency type (r(270) = .12, p = .045). These results show that (1)
within rural settings, the majority of participants (34.1%) most
often saw adult U.S. citizens, and in urban settings, the majority of participants (42.4%) most often saw minor U.S. citizens;
(2) the majority (38.6%) of female participants most often saw
minor U.S. citizens, whereas the majority of males (38.1%) most
often saw adult U.S. citizens; and (3) participants working within the justice/government sector were evenly divided between
most often seeing minor U.S. citizens (31.7%) and adult U.S.
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Table 4. Human Trafficking Survivors Seen Most Often

Table 5. Human Trafficking Survivors Seen Least Often

citizens (31.7%), the majority (47.2%) of those working within the
medical field most often saw adult U.S. citizens, and finally, the
majority (38.7%) of participants working within social services
most often saw minor U.S. citizens.
Chi-square tests for independence indicated three significant relationships regarding populations seen most or least often (see Tables 4 and 5). When examining responses for which
populations were seen most often (see Table 4), a significant
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difference was revealed between location types (Χ2(4, 270) =11.84,
p = .02, V=0.21) and gender (Χ2(4, 268) =11.54, p = .02, V=0.21). Finally, seen within Table 5, a significant difference was found between which population was seen least often and gender, Χ2(4,
268) =10.42, p = .03, V=0.20. This finding reflects data which indicated that the majority (31.0%) of male participants reported
not seeing HT survivors within work conducted in their agency,
and the majority (25.5%) of female participants selected minor
non U.S. citizens as the population that they saw least often.
Service Provision Barriers
Participants were asked to identify the barriers that they
believed existed for their agency in providing services to HT
survivors. To respond to the question, participants were provided with numerous options to select (e.g., language barriers,
lack of support/coordination with other service providers) and
were able to choose as many options as they felt applied. Tables
6-8 illustrate barriers to providing services to HT survivors; results are divided by gender, location, and agency type. Of note,
the majority of all participants (57.6%) selected lack of funding/resources as a barrier to the provision of services to HT survivors.
Next, participants were asked to identify the barriers that
they felt existed for HT survivors seeking services, and were
again provided with multiple options to select (e.g., language,
held in captivity, shame/embarrassment). See Tables 6-8 for the
frequency at which participants selected each barrier for HT
survivors to access services. Overall, participants identified numerous barriers that they believed to deter HT survivors from
accessing services; the most frequently selected option (87.8%)
was lack of trust in service providers/the system.
In examining the differences between responses by gender
(see Table 6), chi-square tests of independence revealed three
significant relationships. First, chi-square analysis revealed a
significant difference between survivor access barrier being held
in captivity and gender, Χ2 (1, 260) =7.59, p = .006, V=0.17. Men,
more often than women, reported being held in captivity was a
barrier to service access for HT survivors (75.0% and 60.6%, respectively). Second, a significant difference between issues of
safety as a barrier to service provision and gender was found,
Χ2 (1, 260) =4.38, p = .04, V=0.13. Women, more often than men,

20

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Table 6. Comparisons by Gender of Barriers for Agencies to Provide
Services and Barriers for HT Survivors to Access Services
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Table 7. Comparisons by Location of Barriers for Agencies to Provide
Services and Barriers for HT Survivors to Access Services
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Table 8. Comparisons by Agency Type of Barriers for Agencies to
Provide Services and Barriers for HT Survivors to Access Services
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reported issues of safety as a barrier for agencies to provide services to HT survivors (20.2% and 9.8%, respectively). Third, a
significant difference was found between gender and lack of
staffing as a barrier to the provision of services, Χ2 (1, 260) =9.95,
p = .002, V=0.20. Men, more often than women, reported lack of
staffing as a barrier (50.0% and 29.8%, respectively). No other significant differences between barriers and gender were found.
As shown in Table 7, chi-square tests of independence were
conducted to examine the relationship between the location of
participants (i.e., rural or urban) and the barriers for agencies to
provide services and HT survivors to access services. First, the
relationship between no knowledge of available services and location was significant, Χ2(1, 262) =7.59, p = .006, V=0.17.
Rural, more than urban respondents, believed that no knowledge of available services to HT survivors is a barrier to service
access (89.5% and 76.7% respectively). No other significant differences between barriers and location type were observed.
Differences between agency type (i.e., justice/government,
medical, social services) and each barrier were examined using
chi-square tests of independence (see Table 8). Significant relationships among three barriers for agencies to provide services
to survivors were found. First, participants from different agency types had significant differences in identifying lack of support/
coordination with other service providers, Χ2 (2, 262) =13.74, p = .001,
V=0.23. Participants working in the social services field, more
often than those in justice/government or the medical field, reported lack of support/coordination with other service providers as a
barrier to provision of services to HT survivors (34.3%, 13.4%,
and 22.9%, respectively).
Second, issues of safety revealed a statistically significant difference between agency types, Χ2 (2, 262) =8.02, p = .02, V=0.17.
Participants working in the social services field, more often
than those in the medical field or justice/government, reported
issues of safety as a barrier to provision of services to HT survivors (24.1%, 20.0%, and 10.1%, respectively). Third, chi-square
revealed a significant difference between agency types in identifying inadequate staffing as a barrier to providing services,
Χ2 (2, 262) =11.35, p = .003, V=0.21. Participants working in the
justice/government field, more often than those in social services or medical field, reported inadequate staffing as a barrier to
provision of services to HT survivors (47.1%, 31.4%, and 25.9%,
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respectively). No other significant differences between barriers
and agency type were found.

First Responder Preparedness
The final goal of this research was to uncover FRs’ abilities
to identify and provide services to HT survivors, as well as the
abilities of the agencies which employ them. Results from the
survey questions addressing this goal are outlined below.
Ability to Identify Human Trafficking Cases
To ascertain participants’ views on their own ability to
recognize HT, we asked them to use a 5-point scale to indicate the level at which they agreed or disagreed with the statement “Since attending the NHTTF training, I feel confident
in my ability to recognize indicators of human trafficking.”
Overwhelmingly, participants felt positively about their abilities, with nearly 90% of participants (n = 255) slightly agreeing
(40.4%) or agreeing (47.5%) with the statement. Using the same
scale, participants were then asked to indicate the level at which
they agreed or disagreed with the statement, “My department/
agency/office is adequately trained to recognize indicators of
human trafficking.” This time, far fewer participants indicated
confidence. Of all participants (n = 255), 38.4% slightly agreed
and 19.2% agreed, signaling that participants had a much higher confidence level in their personal abilities than those of the
agencies they worked for as a whole. In addressing sex and labor
trafficking separately, 55.7% of participants (n = 255) indicated a
level of confidence in their agency, with 40.8% slightly agreeing and 14.9% agreeing that their department was adequately
trained to handle cases involving sex trafficking. For labor trafficking cases, only 38.0% of participants (n = 255) indicated a
level of confidence in their agency, with 29.4% slightly agreeing
and 8.6% agreeing. Taken together, these results show that just
over half of participants felt that their agencies were equipped
to handle sex trafficking cases, but far fewer participants felt the
same regarding cases involving labor trafficking. No significant
differences were found between agency type, gender, or location regarding these questions.
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As an evaluative question for participant knowledge regarding who would constitute a victim of HT, participants were asked,
“To what extent do you agree or disagree with the statement
‘Minors should not be charged with the crime of prostitution’?”
Participants responded using a 6-point scale with a range in
agreement (i.e., strongly [dis]agree, [dis]agree, slightly [dis]agree).
Among all participants (n =270), 17.4% disagreed in some manner
with the statement, indicating a lack of connection between definitions of trafficking and application to practice.
In separating male and female responses, bivariate correlations revealed a significant positive association in the responses
from this question and gender (r(270) = .25, p < .001), indicating that female participants were correlated with more strongly
agreeing that minors should not be charged with the crime of
prostitution. Additionally, independent samples t tests revealed
a significant difference between male (M = 4.39, SD = 1.63) and
female (M = 5.20, SD = 1.34) participants, t(266) = −3.98, p = < .001.
These results indicate that being a male has an effect on punitive views regarding prostituted minors.
In analysis by agency type, bivariate correlations indicated a
significant positive association between this question and agency type, r(270) = .28, p < .001. An ANOVA test revealed further
information, as a significant difference was found between agency types in participant views regarding whether or not minors
should be charged with the crime of prostitution, F(2, 267) = 11.46,
p = < .001. A post hoc Tukey test indicated that a significant difference existed between mean scores for social services agencies (M
= 5.42, SD = 1.19) and both justice/government (M = 4.54, SD = 1.58,
p < .001) and medical/mental health (M = 4.72, SD = 1.67, p = .032)
agencies. No significant differences were found between justice/
government and medical/mental health agencies. Taken together,
these results suggest that agency type has an effect on punitive
views regarding prostituted minors, specifically suggesting that
FRs at social services agencies are less likely to indicate that minors should be charged with prostitution.
No significant differences were found between participants
in rural or urban settings regarding their views on whether or
not minors should be charged with the crime of prostitution.
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Training Usefulness
Of the participants who provided a short answer response
regarding the impact of the training as a whole (n = 241), a significant portion emphasized the value of increased awareness of
and ability to identify HT in their professional roles. A program
director working within child advocacy summarized this sentiment, stating, “(The training) helped me learn what signs to
recognize and how prevalent this problem really is.” Other
participants indicated the far-reaching impact that the training
had on their perspectives as service providers. One participant
working for the state government stated,
I had a sense of hopelessness when I heard about Human
Trafficking before the training. The training was so well done
that it provided real life scenarios for how to help, what to say
and how to understand and recognize (human trafficking).
The survivors provided hope and ways to be the change that
they needed. The truths and myths presented were extremely
helpful and I left feeling empowered that there is hope to help
the most vulnerable.

Additionally, the value placed on increased awareness was
shared by participants across agency types. One participant
employed in the justice system explained,
Working in probation we come into contact with victims of
trafficking for reasons other than them being trafficked. Being able to recognize signs of possible trafficking has helped
me to explore that possibility with them further and refer to
services that might be helpful for them.

Similar responses were shared by participants from the social
services and medical professions.
Many participants indicated feeling a sense of connectedness with other service providers following the training, allowing for more opportunities for collaboration when addressing
HT locally. A participant working within youth services stated,
“I appreciate the task force for keeping me up to date on where
and how people are being trafficked in our area. We now feel
like we have a network and support to deal with these issues.”
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Participants also indicated that the training helped promote a
shift towards working across sectors to address challenges related to HT. One participant, who worked for a domestic violence program, stated that, “Since the training we have been
working closely with law enforcement and other community
agencies to be on the lookout for other victims.” Although not
a direct goal of the NHTTF training, by bringing together FRs
across sectors, it facilitated increased communication and collaboration in communities.
Participants also highlighted that they gained a greater
understanding of local resources available for trafficking survivors from the training. Many indicated that the training provided them with additional support services to supply to the
clients that they serve. A participant working within the foster
care system was able to immediately put this knowledge into
practice; she stated, “At the time of training, I was working with
a teen who was part of sex trafficking and it was nice to get
useful information for her to use when looking at support services.” While most participants reported a significant appreciation of the additional information about resources and services
that were gained at the training, some participants discussed
gaps in understanding how to put this knowledge into action.
One participant stated, “It seemed to me, in our small group activities, that most all of the individuals didn’t know what steps
to take if they suspected sex trafficking in their community or
how to approach the situation.” Statements such as this signal
that FRs in all fields may not be able to quickly apply trainings
in a practical way.
Most participants recognized the strengths of the training,
but some also noted a need for increased access and information. Addressing this, a high school counselor stated, “The
training was good but it needs to be done more often and get
more in depth.” Providing more detail, a crime victim advocate
highlighted some of the benefits of making trainings such as
this more accessible:
This training needs to be made more available so others in
law enforcement become aware of the signs and what options
are available for victims. Being somewhat of a new topic to
the profession, as more officers become trained, the overall
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profession will become better equipped to recognize, handle,
and direct victims towards assistance, as well as to prosecute
those responsible.

Although this comment is specific to law enforcement, participants
across all agency types discussed a desire for further trainings.

Discussion
Our overarching goal for this research was to outline ways in
which FRs identify and provide services to survivors of HT. To
reach this goal, we first examined FRs’ beliefs regarding the prevalence of HT. As a whole, participants viewed HT as occurring
more frequently statewide than in their own jurisdictions. However, female participants and those that work in urban locations
were significantly more likely to indicate that HT was occurring
more frequently in their own jurisdictions. Female participants
were also more likely to view the prevalence of HT as occurring
more frequently across the state than their male counterparts.
These findings tie into prior research. Specifically, Renzetti
et al. (2015) examined pre and post HT training surveys, collected from 325 police officers in Kentucky. Results indicated
that personal beliefs regarding the prevalence of HT within
the police officer’s jurisdiction may influence the chances that
HT cases will be identified and investigated. Considering that
female participants and those living in urban locations were
more likely to view HT as occurring more frequently in their
jurisdictions, these populations may also have a higher likelihood of identifying and investigating cases of HT.
Next, we aimed to identify the populations of HT survivors
to which FRs provide services. Participants provided services
to sex trafficking survivors at higher rates than individuals who
were trafficked for the provision of labor. These results are consistent with those found by Schwarz et al. (2018), who assessed
667 frontline responders across two Midwestern states. In looking more deeply at the demographic characteristics of HT survivors, participants in our study identified minor U.S. citizens
and adult U.S. citizens as being seen the most often by participants (34.1% each). However, in examining the data further, it
was found that female and male participants differed on this,
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with more females indicating that they interact most frequently
with minor U.S. citizens, and male participants indicating that
they interact most frequently with adult U.S. citizens. Further,
participants working in urban locations were much more likely
to indicate that they most often interacted with minor U.S. citizens, and rural participants with adult U.S. citizens. Finally, it is
of note that minor non U.S. citizens were identified as the group
seen least often by participants.
Additionally, we sought to identify the perceived barriers
for HT survivors to receive services. A body of literature reports
on the barriers that exist in providing services to HT survivors
(see Clawson & Dutch, 2008; Clawson et al., 2009; Davy, 2015;
Powell, Asbill, Louis, et al., 2018); for example, in a recent study
of 15 mental health service providers, many respondents reported that the complex nature of the mental health care system provided a barrier to HT survivors in receiving appropriate benefits (Powell, Asbill, Louis, et al., 2018). These complexities often
resulted in multiple medication prescriptions, having multiple
providers, and premature diagnoses, highlighting how barriers
in receiving and accessing services can add to the vulnerability and risks associated with HT victimization (Powell, Asbill,
Louis, et al., 2018). Our work adds to the discussion of vulnerabilities associated with HT through analysis of identified barriers by gender, location, and agency type.
When examining the barriers that participants faced in providing services to survivors of HT, the most frequently cited
barrier was a lack of funding/resources. In fact, over half (57.6%)
of the participants indicated that funding was a barrier to providing services. This, too, is consistent with results reported by
Schwarz et al. (2018). In the present study, lack of resources was
followed by lack of organizational policy or procedures addressing the
needs of trafficking survivors, lack of knowledge about services needed by trafficking survivors, and inadequate staffing. Regarding the
perceived barriers for HT survivors to access services, participants most frequently selected lack of trust in service providers/
the system. This was followed by doesn’t recognize self as human
trafficking survivor, no knowledge of available services, and shame/
embarrassment. Participants working in rural areas identified no
knowledge of available services more often than participants working in urban areas, suggesting that service providers in rural
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areas may be in need of increased advertisement or outreach.
It was also found that participants working in the social services were more likely to indicate that lack of support/coordination
and issues of safety were significant barriers than those working
in the medical field or justice/government roles. These results
suggest that social service agencies, more so than other fields,
may want to increase their efforts regarding supporting staff,
coordinating with other agencies, and providing measures of
safety. Additionally, we found that participants working in a
justice/government role identified inadequate staffing as a barrier to service provision more frequently than participants from
other agency types.
Finally, our research aimed to evaluate FRs’ confidence
regarding their ability to identify and provide services to HT
survivors. Participants were far more likely to indicate having
confidence in their own ability to recognize indicators of HT, as
compared to their feelings of confidence in their agency’s ability to do the same. When differentiating between sex and labor
trafficking, participants had less confidence in their agency’s
ability to identify recognize signs of labor trafficking. This finding was foreseeable, as participants have been exposed to more
sex trafficking cases through their work than labor trafficking
cases; the increased exposure likely increased FRs’ confidence
in their agencies’ abilities to identify trafficking cases. This finding is supported by available literature that discusses the gaps
in focus between the two types of trafficking. For example, Sanford et al. (2016) found that in a study of 128 newspaper articles,
64% referred to sex trafficking, whereas only 11% referenced labor trafficking, and 13% discussed both. The tendency for the
media to address sex trafficking more than labor trafficking can
shift public perception of the problem (Sanford et al., 2016).
In aiming to understand participants’ application of information learned during the HT training, our research provides
insight into how FRs are addressing HT survivors’ needs. Results suggest a difference in values and focus between the justice/government and medical sectors and those employed at social services agencies. Although the minority, nearly 20% of the
participants in some way disagreed with the statement, “Minors
should not be charged with the crime of prostitution.” Female
participants and those working at social service agencies were
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significantly more likely to agree with the statement. The Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000 defines
HT as, “sex trafficking in which a commercial sex act is induced
by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which the person induced to
perform such act has not attained 18 years of age” (p. 8). Thus,
the 17.4% of participants who indicated that they disagreed in
some manner with the statement that minors should not be
charged with the crime of prostitution were not appropriately
applying the act and legal definitions.
Other research has identified similar distinctions within the
law enforcement field. Farrell et al. (2010) state,
[L]aw enforcement is familiar with and is likely to have established routines for investigating prostitution. As a result, the
police automatically might view a woman engaged in prostitution as a perpetrator of a crime rather than a potential
crime victim. (p. 206)

Adding to the complexity, Farrell and Pfeffer (2014) found that
within their sample of law enforcement and prosecutors, participants were uncertain regarding definitions within HT laws.
Specifically, there was confusion in determining whether victim
consent was given freely or was given through forceful actions,
as well as differentiating between exploitive labor practices and
HT. Kotrla (2010) noted this tendency toward punitive action for
minors, stating, “Because youths who have been involved in illegal activities, including those in commercial sex industries, have
traditionally been viewed as offenders or delinquents, there are
still some who fail to see these individuals as victims” (p. 184).
Overwhelmingly, participants indicated that the training increased awareness regarding the problem of HT, indicators that it
is occurring, and resources available for survivors. Additionally,
participants noted that the exposure to other FRs from various
agency types allowed for opportunities for collaboration and
support across sectors. Participants also described weaknesses
in the training, suggesting that future trainings should focus on
action items such as what specific steps to take after identifying
signs of HT in a potential survivor. Furthermore, many participants discussed the need for trainings to occur more frequently
and to include more in-depth information. As such, resources
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such as the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’
(2019) Stop, Observe, Ask, Respond (SOAR) Training, from the
Office of Trafficking in Persons, may be beneficial.

Limitations
A pre-training survey was not conducted, eliminating the
possibility of comparison of pre and post training knowledge
and responses. Additionally, the survey was available for participants to complete for an extended period of time after attending
training; therefore, recollections could have been skewed. The
survey was available for an extended period of time to increase
potential participation rates; however, participation rates remained below 40% (38.68%), highlighting a limitation of the
study. Although participants from across the state of Nebraska
were surveyed, from both rural and urban locations, the geographical scope limits the transferability of results. Although
limitations exist, results from this study offer valuable insight
into the views of FRs after undergoing HT training.
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The purpose of this research is to form an overarching definition of
community membership that encompasses all community contexts.
Utilizing qualitative interviews with 102 members of five known community contexts (communities of action, circumstance, interest, place,
and practice), the authors use cross-case analysis to explore common,
transcendent themes of membership. Three takeaways emerge: first,
that individuals identify with communities to address personal needs
but come to see social benefits; second, that individuals join communities to deepen existing relationships, but develop new ones; and third,
that through engagement, individuals strengthen a sense of self that
is unique to community context. Through these takeaways, we define community as a reciprocal and emergent system of interactions
through which individuals seek to address personal and shared physiological, social, and self-actualizing needs.
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Community membership and sense of belonging to a community is an increasingly important, and somewhat timeless,
topic. When one considers the isolation brought about by modern (and necessary) social distancing policies, some may find
themselves in a palpable state of anomie and disconnection.
Durkheim (1951) popularized the term “anomie” in his case
study of suicide, wherein typologies of suicide were defined
by one’s (in)ability to socially integrate. Today, anomie can be
brought about through isolation from ourselves, as well as from
the collective spaces we inhabit (Way et al., 2018). In Bowling
Alone, Putnam (2001) notes that lack of community membership
limits social capital. While Putnam’s work has been widely critiqued for its lack of analysis rooted in social location (Inaba,
2013), its utility in describing the inherent value of community
connections remains salient (Danso, 2017). Lack of social capital can be attributed to lack of civic organizations and social
institutions that once provided opportunities for community
membership. Community membership, in turn, has potential
to fuel civic action and social change, for the betterment of individual and collective welfare. Policies that limit funding and, in
turn, access to opportunities that facilitate community, cannot
be maintained if the collective hopes to create synergistic ways
to build consciousness and communion (Way et al., 2018).
Existing research suggests that as relational beings, “born
with voice and the ability to communicate…and the desire to
live in relationships” (Way et al., 2018, p. 3), we benefit from
connecting with communities (Gilligan et al., 2018; Talò et al.,
2014; Ward, 2018). Such benefits include, but are not limited to,
overall psychological and social wellbeing, greater emotional connection to others, greater perceived security and safety
(Dallago et al., 2009; Lardier et al., 2017), and more involvement
in civic engagement and activism (Ginwright, 2015; Kwon, 2013;
Lardier, 2018). Such participatory engagement may further actualize capacity for an entire community and promote social
power (Speer, 2000). Hence, community membership may provide meaningful, purposeful, and collective hope that drives
community efforts (Ginwright, 2015).
It is important for those interested in individual and collective wellbeing to understand similarities and differences associated with community participation in various contexts. Extant
literature notes that communal perceptions and experiences
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typically vary across context and across social location (Cedeño
et al., in press); yet—in this era of collective isolation—it may be
useful to probe the transcendent themes that ignite and sustain
identification with community. Though Kieffer’s (1984) seminal
framework describes a sociopolitical developmental trajectory
comprised of four stages—entry, advancement, incorporation,
and commitment—there is no qualitative study that looks at
these stages across different community contexts to identify
global patterns or conditions of membership. In this paper, we
unpack how individuals identifying with various communities
(e.g., communities of action, circumstance, interest, place, and
practice) describe pathways to, maintenance of, and competencies associated with Kieffer’s (1984) seminal framework. The
purpose of this research is to identify whether global patterns
emerge across contexts, in order to develop a more universal
understanding of community participation.

Contextualizing Community and Activism
Communities are often the focal point of social science research and literature; however, a clear and concise definition
of community is difficult to capture and tends to be ambiguous (Theodori, 2000). Furthermore, studies “of communities”
are often studies “in communities” (Theodori, 2000, p. 35) and
fail to adequately define communal experiences beyond social
group or network-based definitions (e.g., “Hispanic community,” “Black community,” Theodori, 2005). Part of the difficulty in
presenting a single definition of community stems from the fact
that the term is popularly conceptualized as five distinct types:
(a) communities of action, (b) practice, (c) place, (d) interest, and
(e) circumstance (Fever Bee, n.d.). A community of action is one
whose members share responsibility to achieve a common goal
or policy change. A community of practice is a membership of
individuals who have a similar skillset or profession and who
subscribe to similar worldviews. People who share a common
geographic location belong to a community of place. People who
have a mutual avocation or hobby may elect to form a community of interest. On the other hand, a community of circumstance
involves no choice; it pertains to people linked by universal experiences or situations, with the goal of mutually supporting
fellow members. These types are explored in detail, below.
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Communities of Action
A community of action is a group of individuals with the
common goal of facilitating change and communal welfare via
the collective power of its membership. The concept of collective
power can be understood as a reciprocally recurring process to
move toward understanding social and community inequality
and which inspires action to create systemic change for the betterment of the collective (Hipolito-Delgado & Lee, 2007). With
this logic, individuals in a community of action develop an understanding for not only power operations, but also the ways in
which power influences social context and relationships (Watts
et al., 2011). An example of a community of action is a political
party organization where, in some circumstances, members join
for the benefits afforded within the group, whereas in other environments, people join political parties as a means to an end
(Bob-Milliar, 2012). For instance, citizens in Ghana reported political community membership as a “survival strategy” that provided individual and social advantages (Bob-Milliar, 2012). Suffice
it to say, even though we attempt to form an overarching, macro
definition of community, we concede that membership can be experienced differentially at the micro and mezzo levels.
The United States is experiencing both a contradictory longterm decline, and a cross-sectional revival, in communities of
action among youth. While the decline can be attributed to the
perception that political participation is for “well off” or “highly educated” individuals, rather than all citizens (Sloam, 2014),
the current sociological moment and groups like Black Lives
Matter may illustrate an uptick in civic agency among youth
(Chapman & Greenhow, 2019). Traditionally, scholars have indicated that, among youth of color, social participation may be
less “formal” when compared to that of White, non-minority
peers (Jagers et al., 2017). These youth may be more inclined
to participate in communities of action through community
service events, religious organizations, and through politically motivated cultural and artistic expression groups (e.g., social
media, poetry, and music) (Ginwright, 2010; Jagers et al., 2017).
Despite decline in communities of action, the existing research
indicates that civic participation can be an indicator of learning (Chapman & Greenhow, 2019) and can facilitate wellbeing
for others via the pursuit of social change (Forenza, 2016). This
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notion illustrates the frequent intersectionality of community
membership (in the case of Black Lives Matter, the intersection
of communities of action and circumstance). Hence, the process
of social action reinforces not only one’s critical understanding
of their world, but reinforces group membership and, in turn,
outward social change (Watts et al., 2011).
Communities of Practice
A community of practice is a group of individuals who are
involved in the same activity, have common philosophies or
skills, and subscribe to common education and understandings. Wenger’s (2000) landmark description of “communities
of practice” notably describes a structural element to a social
learning system. This community is comprised of three factors:
(a) joint enterprise (members contribute and have accountability
both to the group and their profession); (b) mutual engagement
(members interact within the collective, wherein they create
group norms and establish relationships); and (c) shared repertoire (members share communal resources, such as vernacular, methods, tools, routines, etc.) (Wenger, 2000). Communities
of practice are also credited with building confidence for their
members, encouraging intellectual curiosity, and increasing
competence (Harden & Loving, 2015). Communities of practice are centralized on the process of becoming a professional
(Wenger & Snyder, 2000). Professional identity is a developmental process, comprised of professional traits, collective sense of
belonging, and personal experiences (Hsieh, 2016). It reveals
itself over time, and—in one study of professional social workers—also can intersect with other community contexts, wherein
those interviewed were also community leaders and/or shared
a common formative experience (Forenza & Eckert, 2018).
Communities of Place
A community of place is a group of individuals living in
a common geographic location, with emphasis on local events
and activities. Community of place members utilize reciprocity within the physical environment to ensure collective welfare. Research on “place attachment” has associated this type of
community belongingness with less fear around social issues in
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the community (Brown et al., 2004), as well as more needs fulfillment in the community (Trentelman, 2009). Individuals with
great place attachment have more access to supportive social
networks (Foster et al., 2017), while the opposite is also true:
individuals who experience lack of attachment experience less
cohesion (Hobson-Prater & Leech, 2012).
Place attachment is particularly important in locales with
community-wide risks such as housing instability, mental
health issues, and substance abuse (Hogg et al., 2008; Nasim
et al., 2011). For instance, a study of suicide rates among African American youth found that stronger family and peer supports, as well as increased community connectedness, alleviated symptoms associated with Durkheim’s (1951) conception of
anomie. Specifically, community connectedness was found to
be the most important protective factor for highly depressed African American youth (Matlin et al., 2011). Likewise, investigation of substance abuse in a rural African American community
explained that protective factors like religion and “traditional
family practice” mitigated the community disorganization that
contributed to substance abuse (Nasim et al., 2011). Similarly, a
recent study among vulnerable adolescents in an urban community illustrated that those youth who had access to multiple domains of connectedness (e.g., family, school, peer, community)
were more likely to report lower levels of depression, suicidal
ideations, non-suicidal self-injury, and associated mental health
concerns, including social anxiety and low self-esteem (Foster
et al., 2017). Here, again, the authors concede that membership
is experienced differentially depending upon micro and mezzo
locations, even though some processes are likely to transcend
social location.
The characteristics of communities of place also stimulate
citizen participation (Reid et al., 2017). Awareness of a community-wide problem, like substance abuse, prompts psychological empowerment and participation in group interventions,
with the intention of repairing the community. Further, community members who experience high social cohesion, as well
as a deep sense of commitment to their communities, are more
inclined to participate in community-wide interventions (Reid
et al., 2017).
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Communities of Interest
Individuals who share a common connection characterized
by passion, bonding, and group discussion form a community of interest. Volunteer groups are an example of a frequently studied community of interest because volunteerism is an
essential nonprofit function for organizations (Agostinho &
Paço, 2012). Due to the high value of volunteers, organizations
must clearly comprehend volunteer motivations and intentions
(Agostinho & Paço, 2012). For example, one survey of two volunteers at a food bank indicated motivations were socially based
and altruistic; interestingly, the survey demonstrated no connection between educational level and volunteer participation
(Agostinho & Paço, 2012). This last finding is significant as the
results are contrary to previous research, which had suggested
higher education levels correlate to more involved volunteering
(Agostinho & Paço, 2012).
Communities of interest occur in realms other than volunteerism. The sociometer model explains that the desire people
have for social inclusion and positive self-esteem is related to
successful group inclusion and welfare (Hogg et al., 2008). Internet-based social networking sites are examples of communities
of interest exemplified by the sociometer model. A study of high
school student social media usage determined that interest-oriented learning (vis-à-vis the exploration of student hobbies) was
a pervasive social media practice among participants (Bagdy et
al., 2018). Herein is another illustration of the intersectionality
of communities (interest and circumstance).
Communities of Circumstance
A community of circumstance involves a group of people
who are joined by a similar situation; they focus on providing
support for the common challenge. Often, the situation or challenge is “not of their making.” At present, per the novel coronavirus (COVID-19), society at large finds itself in an existential
community of circumstance, regardless of political persuasion,
means, or any other consideration. In addition to ethnicity, gender, and other demographic variables, one historic community
of circumstance is individuals who have had adverse childhood
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experiences (ACEs). Due to the multitude of research and education on ACEs, many disciplines agree that early childhood stress
is directly related to impairment in future welfare, as early childhood experiences impact brain structure development in children (Boyce, 2014). Further, a Center for Disease Control study
correlated adult stress related health problems with ACEs history
(Bynum et al., 2011).
A related community of circumstance is contextualized by
youth in the foster care system, as well as foster care alumni.
One study of foster care alumni transitioning into adulthood revealed that those youth, aged 17–18, were four times more likely
to experience mental health challenges but were also less likely
to utilize mental health services (Havlicek et al., 2013). Another
study examined the effect of changing schools on foster youth:
children who switched school multiple times were academically disadvantaged and experienced more frequent behavioral
problems than non-foster youth (Sullivan et al., 2010).
Communities of circumstance often benefit from positive
and bonded community characteristics (Aguilar-Vafaie et al.,
2011; Nemiroff et al., 2011; Pienaar et al., 2011). A questionnaire
of children in foster care in Tehran, Iran discovered that community supports, such as the presence of positive role models
and nurturing school environments, served as protective factors
for participants (Aguilar-Vafaie et al., 2011). Similarly, another
study of HIV+ orphaned children in South Africa cited external
community supports as positive developmental assets: religion/
faith and social values helped this population conceptualize
its purpose in life (Pienaar et al., 2011), and these factors speak
again to the interconnectedness of community membership. A
longitudinal study of women experiencing homelessness and
their psychological connections to the community revealed that
access to quality housing and level of positive interaction with
neighbors were associated with the women’s unique circumstances, their physical places, and higher levels of community
integration for those women (Nemiroff et al., 2011).
Taken together, it is clear that within each of these popular conceptions of community, members strive toward connection. The shared experiences that bring individuals together
leave many members wanting to work against conditions that
create and maintain anomie (Gilligan et al., 2018; Ward, 2018).
As Rogers (2018) observes, the capacity to develop community
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connection and membership is rooted in peoples’ abilities to assess their own identities and consider ways to reconnect themselves with others in meaningful ways that allow for liberatory
practices toward social change and social welfare.
This literature review demonstrates the unique nature of
five distinct community conceptions. While the authors concede that membership likely varies at micro and mezzo levels,
especially according to one’s social location, we simultaneously
strive for a unifying definition of community. Lack of a singular definition and construct has implications for both the study
of community development and the services that are provided to community organizations. From a research perspective,
it is difficult to envision the study of any phenomenon across
communities of different types if the operationalization of community is varied and inconsistent. Though these five typologies describe different populations and purposes, it would be
important to know if there are similarities that could drive the
future study of community. In addition, agencies that provide
grants or services to community organizations across different
types may benefit from an understanding of shared qualities, in
order to effectively evaluate service need or impact. This paper
seeks to analyze the evolution of different communities across
types, so that a shared definition of community can be offered
for future research and practice purposes.

Methods
Data Collection and Analysis
Cross-case synthesis is a technique used to identify patterns
and to replicate findings across multiple case studies conducted with similar designs or intent (Yin, 2014). Following approval from the university’s institutional review board, and in an
effort to discern how communities adopt and maintain their
group-based identities, this research applied a participatory
competence framework to qualitative data from seven original,
community-based projects conducted by the first author. Specifically, these projects were conducted in the different forms of
community identified in the conceptual framework and literature review above: communities of action (a partisan political
campaign, a DREAM advocacy group); communities of practice
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(a professional membership association); communities of place
(a supportive housing community); communities of interest
(a community theater, an improvisational theater troupe for
teens); and communities of circumstance (a foster youth advisory board).
While the focus of each project differed (and consequently, so did each parent questionnaire), each project made use of
Kieffer’s (1984) participatory competence framework and therefore contained the same set of questions pertaining to entry,
advancement, and commitment. Sample questions/prompts included “How did you become involved with this community?”
and “Tell me about the relationships you have formed through
this community”, and “Why have you stayed involved with this
community?” All participants (N = 102) were interviewed at a
single point in time (cross-sectional research) and all were offered $20 remuneration. It was made clear that the decision to
participate or not would have no bearing on a participant’s relationship to their focal community memberships. Demographic
characteristics of the full sample are summarized in Table 1.
Per Table 1, the majority of the sample (n = 55) identified
as female and the largest percentage of participants identified
as Black/African American (38.2%) or White/Caucasian (38.2%).
Similarly, the majority of the sample (61.7%) identified as nonWhite/Caucasian. When compared to Census trends, this suggests a participant group that mostly reflects national trends
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2019).
The first and second authors conducted independent, directed content analysis (Schreier, 2012) on the complete 102 interview transcripts. Directed content analysis utilizes existing
theory (in this case, participatory competence) to generate new
findings (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This process began with both
first and second authors immersing themselves in the raw data
and identifying quotes that supported three of Kieffer’s (1984)
well-documented participatory competence dimensions: entry,
advancement, and commitment. After engaging with the data
iteratively, the authors met to discuss which examples could
best extend Kieffer’s (1984) seminal framework, while simultaneously helping to contextualize myriad community processes.
Over the course of analysis, trustworthiness was of the utmost
concern. The authors grounded their interpretation in extant literature on community context. Second, findings were reviewed

Table 1. Demographics (N = 102)
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independently, by all authors of the study, each of whom has
extant experience with diverse types of communities and vulnerable populations.

Limitations
While findings presented here offer a palpable understanding of participatory competence across community contexts,
the authors concede that data were procured via seven different
samples at seven distinct times. While all participants (N = 102)
were asked questions about entry, advancement, and commitment, the scope of each parent project (and questionnaire) was
different. As such, participants may not have been oriented to
explicitly discuss entry, advancement, and commitment within
their focal communities. Further, Kieffer’s (1984) fourth explicated dimension—incorporation—is unexplored here, because
the authors determined that “incorporation” involved choice in
one’s membership, which was not true for the community of circumstance (foster youth) represented in this study. Similarly, we
have conceded all along that experiences of membership likely
vary at the micro and mezzo levels; nevertheless, we did not
conduct analyses rooted in race, gender, or other demographic
attributes, as we perceived our sample to be more or less reflective of national demographic trends. Future research should
dissect this (or similar) data according to those aforementioned
variables to discern the extent to which communal experiences
are conflicted when analyzed according to race, gender, etc.

Results
The existing data was categorized according to Kieffer’s (1984)
seminal participatory competence framework (e.g., as examples of
entry, advancement, or commitment). Within these dimensions,
patterns were sought that could demonstrate qualities of community development within the five previous mentioned typologies: (a) communities of action (partisan campaign volunteers and
DREAM activists); (b) practice (a professional membership organization for social workers); (c) circumstance (foster youth); (d) place
(supportive housing consumers); and (e) interest (community theater members and a teen improvisational theater troupe).
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Entry
A shared point of entry across communities was a desire to
address personal concern. Though communities of action (partisan campaign volunteers, a local DREAM initiative) were eventually determined to be more concerned with collective, societal welfare, engagement with the campaign community was
more often precipitated by the pursuit of a positive individual
outcome. This personal rationale was especially clear among
DREAM activists (one of the communities of action). As several DREAM activists noted, positive personal outcomes hung in
the balance of pursuing change for all in that target community
(e.g., “I began to get involved for personal reasons. I faced struggles with the immigration system”; “I had received a scholarship [to college], but had to give it back because of my status”;
“Being undocumented was holding me back from pursuing my
education”). According to one DREAM leader,
I wasn’t able to go to the school I wanted to because of my
[citizenship] status. I got into all the schools I applied to, including [a prestigious university], but I couldn’t go. I went to
[another university] and was able to get some scholarships…
but my parents and I were out of money. I had to either take
one year off or become a part-time student…After that, my
story became public and the media began to contact me. In
2009, I went to [the state capitol] to testify at a hearing. I met
three other undocumented students there. Even though the
bill was not passed, we kept in touch and a couple of months
later, we founded the [statewide] DREAM Act coalition.

Evidence of engagement in order to achieve an individual
outcome was seen within each community type. Other members of other community types joined their respective communities in order to have a positive impact on their lives or on a
population that had a shared experience. For these individuals,
entry was the result of a sense that their personal experiences were
reflected in community membership (e.g., “[my DREAM involvement] gives [younger kids] an opportunity to get a status like
I did. I was once in a similar situation”). This collective obligation was often framed as a sense of personal responsibility
(e.g., “I became active because the minority community needed a
voice”). As one of the partisan campaign volunteers said,
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When I was 16, I joined a chapter of a political group at my
high school. Even though I knew that I couldn’t vote, it was
my responsibility to promote the values that I believed in as
best as I could.

Though entry was frequently the result of a personal need
or responsibility, the commitment stage was often an opportunity to see positive outcomes reflected externally, for society at
large. Evidence of community as a force for positive outcomes
was seen across all typologies. “I’ve learned to be more helpful,” said a participant in the foster youth community (a community of circumstance). “I’ve learned how to step up. I feel
proud, helpful, honored, and respected,” they noted. A participant in the teen improvisational theater group (a community
of interest) said, “I had a meaning and a place in society. I was
helping kids.” One community theatre participant (the other
community of interest) suggested these social benefits were a
main reason for continued membership, which—in turn—had
implications for conveying a broader human experience: “I feel
responsible for [maintaining membership]…I think I continue
to be engaged in theater now because the telling of stories is
super important to the human experience. Creating art makes
me a more emotionally intelligent person.”
The quote above suggests that individuals across community types approach these contexts in order to address personal
needs, but that one of the results of continued engagement is
an interest in leveraging the strengths of the community for increased social benefit.
Advancement
From the perspective of entry, individuals across the cases
viewed community involvement as an extension of existing relationships. Among participants in communities of action, for example, seven of the 18 individuals interviewed referenced family in their response to reasons for entry. Though family was not
the prevailing relationship that was recalled among the community of circumstance (15 foster youth), five joined because
of an existing relationship with a support coordinator (e.g.,
“The coordinator caught sight of me having a visit. He knew
I was frustrated with [the state child welfare agency] and my
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biological father, so he invited me to come to a meeting. I was
hooked.”), four joined because of a relationship with another
youth in care who was attending the program, and five joined
as an extension of another support program of which they were
already a member. The final youth joined to meet a service requirement. The extension of existing community was a driver
in entry for all community types studied.
However, relationship focus moved internally through time.
Participants across typologies were more likely to discuss the
relationships that developed within community groups as opposed to the impact of the community on their initial relationships (e.g., “My relationship with [other community members]
is: they drive me crazy, but I love them more than anything.”).
What is unique is that the core activity of the community type
drove the focus of relationships developed in the advancement
stage. For example, one community theater participant noted,
I’ve had relationships in community theatre—boyfriends.
The mutual attraction of the love of the activity, that is very
time consuming and rewarding, makes someone in community theater more attractive…People in the theater will understand you and be more willing to help in any situation.

In other words, the relationship within that community is
precipitated by and centered on collective values. This can be
contrasted with the statement of a participant in a community
of place (supportive housing). Per the comment below, placebased relationship development is precipitated by and centered
on shared physical space.
We wake up together, we eat together, we cook together…if
I’m cooking, I always offer food to others. You can wake up
grumpy, but your neighbors can make you feel amazing just
by cracking jokes. We’ll sit there and crack jokes—we rap, we
box, we play basketball outside…anything that connects us
and gets us to enjoy the day and the moment.

Though there was consistency in relationship development
at the entry and advancement stages, the impact of relationships on individuals across community types was not consistent. For participants in the foster youth study, relationships
served a familial need that had not previously been met (e.g.,
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“[foster youth advisory board] gave me a family that I didn’t
have growing up”), while individuals in the supportive housing program spoke about independence—not relationships—as
a positive outcome of their membership (e.g., “I have the ability
to do things that I didn’t get to do on the street. I have the freedom to do what I want, when I want. I also have a heater, which
is the most amazing thing ever”).
Those within communities of action (both partisan campaign participants and DREAM activists) saw themselves as a
bridge between those within the community organization and
those the community served, which was frequently the same
audience that led to their involvement in the first place. While
little consistency was seen across community types, the differences may be related to the contextual and motivational factors
that drove entry into the communities in the first place. In other
words, the relationships built were both purposive and personally meaningful.
Commitment
As involvement within the communities developed, participants began identifying affinity for fellow group members. As one
partisan campaign member noted, “[The relationships with other
volunteers] start professional, and often become friendly…And
when you don’t [become friends], your relationship stays professional. You continuously work together [for a collective good].”
This sentiment was echoed by a community theater participant:
“When you graduate from high school or college, you tend to
stop making real friends. For me, that changed when I started
getting involved with community theater, and doing shows for
my community.” As one of the foster youth (community of circumstance) said of her peers, “We have a relationship because
we’re all from similar backgrounds. We have a common experience to relate to, and that helps us come together.”
One supplement to this theme is the participation by members of the DREAM movement (one of two communities of
action studied). Rather than affinity based on communal experiences, these members identified affinity from shared circumstance. “We connected on our cultural identity,” said one
activist. “Being undocumented is a culture of its own because
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you are affected by what your parents and politicians say about
you and to you.”
Regardless of purpose, these communal support structures enabled participants first to see themselves reflected in
a community and—ultimately—to leverage self-reflection into a
deeper sense of self. At the commitment stage, nearly all participants from each of the five community types made reference to
deepening self-confidence and self-awareness. When one of the
foster youth was asked to describe his feelings as a member of
the Youth Advisory Board (YAB) leadership, he said, “YAB has
saved me from the streets, has helped me identify my career
choice, YAB is like…it’s the support system I needed for a really
long time.” As is the case with the support systems that lead
to this sense of self, the “self” was often described in terms of
the community type that led to its emergence. Therefore, the
community of practice led to an increased sense of professional
identity (e.g., “People can tell that I’m a helper”), while the community of action led to an increased sense of self as activist, as
in the quote below:
When you are out advocating for DREAMers, you see, you
are fearless. Just holding a poster or signing a petition you
are putting yourself out there…I [used to] lie to my peers and
councilors about my status because I was fearful.

This demonstrates that communities serve a reciprocal function
that can lead to self-actualization. This final theme also reinforces the importance of relationships in the context of community
participation, as a facilitator of individual-level benefit.

Discussion
Summary
An exploration of five different community types revealed
eight major themes related to the development of communities across contexts. Regarding one’s entry into a community,
participants in this study disclosed a desire to address personal
concern (e.g., citizenship). Additionally, participants indicated a
belief that their personal experiences were reflected in community
membership. This belief was perceived to yield an increased social
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benefit for the participant. The advancement stage was best illustrated by community-based identity being first perceived as an
extension of existing relationships; however, the relationship focus
moved internally through time for participants in this study. With
respect to commitment to the community, participants recalled
an affinity for fellow group members. Participants were also able
to leverage self-reflection into a deeper sense of self, as that reflection
related to their membership. Finally, membership had potential
to help participants achieve self-actualization. These findings are
summarized in Table 2.
Table 2. Summary of Findings

Findings yield three pervasive takeaways: first, that individuals approach communities to address personal needs but
come to see social benefit through continued commitment to
the community; second, that individuals join communities to
deepen existing relationships but develop new purposive and
meaningful relationships that address specific community concerns; and third, that through engagement in community, individuals strengthen a sense of self that is expressed in ways
that are unique to community type. We therefore suggest that a
possible definition for community is a reciprocal and emergent
system of interactions through which individuals seek to address personal and shared physiological, social, and self-actualizing needs. Such a definition can be leveraged in research and
practice contexts.
Community membership is an important discussion in
not only the pursuit of our common humanity, but in developing greater emotional connection, security, and safety,
as well as in cultivating action to change the ways in which
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socioenvironmental forces function. This, in turn, has implications for the welfare of communities and society at large. Membership in a group means that individuals may be more willing to forgo individual gains to enhance collective good and
to engage in the kind of action that is most meaningful to the
group and community (Ginwright, 2015). Furthermore, membership in a community may empower individuals to take part
in activism, participate in civic engagement, and promote social
power (Forenza & Germak, 2015). This conceptualization of political action resists trends toward individualism and action as
an individual practice and moves toward action as a community-based social practice (Kwon, 2013).
In this qualitative exploratory study, we traced Kieffer’s
(1984) concepts of entry, advancement, and commitment in the
context of five distinct community types. Participants identified a lifelong process of community engagement that requires
working with others with the mindset of acting towards social
change. Aligned with Kieffer’s seminal framework, members of
these diverse community typologies described a sense of empowerment by being engaged and dedicated to their causes, in
some cases because of their group-based solidarity/confidence
or because their communities helped them to achieve individual and collective goals (e.g., develop their professional skills or
achieve social change, respectively). Moreover, participants explained their membership as a long-term process. Participants
felt empowered during the commitment stage because they had
the support of a community that shaped their identities, their
sense of purpose, and their welfare.
For participants in this study, entry, advancement, and commitment to community was a process whereby they developed
critical awareness, created important relationships with other
members, and gained confidence and new skills despite potentially difficult life circumstances. Members defined communities
as outlets to understand themselves, to improve lives, and to pursue common goals. Participants discussed communities as spaces to feel empowered and help others with similar backgrounds
and life experiences. Kieffer’s (1984) participatory competence
framework allowed us to understand how members from different communities viewed their collective development. Members from all communities echoed the idea of progress as they
expressed their commitment and desire to move forward with
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their acquired knowledge, skills, peers, and mentors who shared
goals, purpose, passions, dreams, and collective inclinations.
This finding reflects the role of membership in the capacity to
instill both commitment to the community and activism in community change. Findings from this study also highlight the importance of membership in achieving specific goals, developing
a perceived sense of control over one’s future, and experiencing a
sense of engagement in society (Ginwright, 2015).
Implications for Policy, Practice, and Future Research
The development of community membership is an important area of consideration for policymakers and practitioners
alike, particularly those engaged in improving communities
and mobilizing members toward social change. Much of the
status quo of community-based research and work carried out
in the United States has not necessarily been beneficial to communities. The work of rescuing and “saving” communities from
harm not only depletes the human spirit but articulates to the
community that they have no assets or resources to cultivate
social change. Recently, scholars have called for a rejection of
this type of work. Instead they have suggested movement toward liberation-based strategies that promote the development
of membership and the development of a critical understanding, as well as analysis of, social contexts to promote community transformations that those in the community envision for
themselves. This type of work may mean restructuring how we
understand engagement and change and re-centering this work
on collective identity and action, wherein community members
act to achieve goals that allow them to have greater control over
their welfare at both the micro and macro levels.
Ginwright (2015) calls for a “turning inwards” to make
sense of the structural conditions that create and maintain oppression, as well as turning “outwards” toward activism and
change (p. 145). In order to cultivate membership and outward
change, community members and leaders need to consider ways
in which to turn “inwards” and form bonds in their communities to not only restore hope and dignity, but also help develop
meaning and advance social change (Ginwright, 2015). Members must assess their own identities and question how they
are “outwardly” resisting anomie and connecting with others
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around them (Rogers, 2018). Through this process, they may
be able to reconnect and develop membership in a community
and become critically aware of power and ways to rupture and
change hierarchical structures of inequality (Luque-Ribelles &
Portillo, 2009).
The authors suggest that not only should community members and leaders focus on ways to create and sustain
membership, but that policymakers should provide funding that
supports such work. This prevention-oriented policymaking is
evidenced in strengths-based initiatives like the Foster Care
Independence Act (1999), which indirectly popularized foster
youth advisory boards like the one profiled in this study, and
the modern housing first movement, which emphasizes prosocial relationships among consumers of supportive housing
(Temple University Collaborative, 2011). Shifting power back to
the community means creating non tokenizing roles where all
community members have the opportunity to participate in decision-making and transformative change for their community.
This may mean continuing to turn “inwards” and address issues of power, inequality, and community practices that create
and maintain a hierarchy and, in turn, maintain disconnection
or lack of membership. Nonetheless, policymakers and community members and leaders who are able to take on the task of
shifting how they engage and support their community will allow for the creation of a more supportive, cohesive, democratic
and politically active community in all contexts.
Future research should continue to probe for how individuals develop an understanding of each community, form membership in these communities, and move along the path of community participation. Additionally, future studies will benefit
from engaging other groups of individuals (e.g., Queer Community, prison community, substance abuse recovery community) to consider how they understand community membership
and the ways in which they engage or do not engage in social
activism. In addition, future research should retain the qualitative components of this formative study, as qualitative research
can offer a descriptive understanding of membership and participatory competence within and among groups of individuals
across social location.
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When Personal Raises Political:
Experience of Racial Discrimination
and Distrust of Authorities
Among Children of Immigrants
Luis Fernandez-Barutell

University of Illinois at Chicago

Substantial research has addressed the association between welcoming
or hostile contexts and sociopolitical behavior among second generation immigrants. Previous analyses have conceptualized positive elements (e.g., group solidarity) and negative factors (e.g., anti-immigration bias) related to specific outcomes, such as voting or activism. This
study examined factors associated with distrust of authorities and, in
particular, whether experiencing personal discrimination based on
race/ethnicity is related to distrust of government and police among
second generation Latinos in the United States. Our results confirmed
that experiencing discrimination in two contexts (school and police) is
indeed related to distrust of authorities. Recommendations for practice
and research are discussed.
Keywords: Discrimination, race/ethnicity, multicultural education,
second generation, Latino children and families, school social work
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As a result of racialization, a multidimensional process
which defines social hierarchies upon ascribed physical or cultural characteristics, Latinos are often undermined or framed
as a threat (Barot & Bird, 2001; Huntington, 2004; Mize, 2013;
Solorzano & Yosso, 2001). Indeed, numerous studies have highlighted how second generation Latinos in the United States face
explicit or veiled forms of grievance, from institutionalized discrimination and anti-immigration policies to prejudices at the
micro level, such as at work or school (Becerra et al., 2013; Stone
& Han, 2005). Similarly, Latino Critical Race (LatCrit) literature
explained Latinos’ lower outcomes in education through the intersection of multiple factors, such as the school curricula itself,
which underestimates the Latino heritage, and the economic or
cultural barriers to accessing resources (Kiehne, 2016; Solorzano
& Yosso, 2001).
Several studies have addressed the association between welcoming or hostile contexts and civic engagement and political
behavior among Latino immigrants and their offspring (Lopez
& Marcelo, 2008; Schildkraut, 2005; Stone & Han, 2005; White,
2016). In particular, Schildkraut (2005) found that the perception
of being unfairly treated inhibits civic and political participation
among second generation Latino Americans. However, a more
recent study suggested that children of immigrant parents show
levels of civic engagement that match or even exceed their counterparts (Lopez & Marcelo, 2008). These seemingly conflicting
results prompted the formulation of the present investigation,
which is particularly pertinent as current policies may be fostering an acrimonious atmosphere of discrimination against Latinos regardless of their citizenship or immigration status (Becerra
et al., 2013; Krogstad & Lopez, 2016).
The present study examined factors associated with distrust of authorities. In particular, we assessed whether experiencing personal discrimination based on race/ethnicity is
related to distrust of government and police among second generation Latinos in the United States. By using a data source that
allowed for independent evaluation of three different contexts
of discrimination—namely school, government agency, and
police—this study developed an original approach to improve
upon previous investigations. Specifically, we aimed to contribute to the literature exploring the intersection between the personal and the political dimensions of individual experiences of
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oppression, which aligns with the theory and practice of structural social work (Hick et al., 2010).

Background
The Roots of Discrimination: Ideology and American Identity
Racial/ethnic discrimination in the United States is rooted in
ideological and sociopolitical factors such as ethnoculturalism
and anti-immigrant anxieties (Abrajano & Hajnal, 2015; Craig &
Richeson, 2014; Olson, 2008). Smith (1999) established three categories of American national identity: liberal, civic–republican,
and ethnocultural. The liberal category emphasizes individualism and economic opportunities, while the civic–republican
category stresses civic responsibility and the promotion of the
common good (Schildkraut, 2013). On the other hand, the ethnocultural category, based upon the ideology of white superiority,
asserts that several ascriptive or immutable characteristics (i.e.,
English language, religious commitment, individualism, and a
strong work ethic) dictate who should or should not be considered an American (Olson, 2008; Romero, 2008).
Huntington (2004) applied the ethnocultural framework to
hypothesize that the modern wave of immigration threatened
the future of the States. Specifically, Huntington analyzed several factors (e.g., geographic concentration and linguistic homogeneity) to conclude that Mexican immigrants would not
assimilate like their European predecessors or Asian contemporaries, suggesting a scenario of two de facto nations, namely
Anglo-America and Mexamerica. In contrast, Citrin et al. (2007)
portrayed a different scenario wherein they found a traditional
pattern of integration (e.g., English language acquisition) prevails among current Latino immigrants.
Furthermore, studies of social attitudes have underlined
an association between anti-immigrant anxieties and hostility against Latinos regardless of their citizenship status (Hartman et al., 2014; Pérez, 2010). In particular, the current racial/
ethnic demographic shift (the U.S. Census Bureau projects that
current minorities will become the numeric majority by 2042)
constitutes a source of growing anxiety among those fearing
the decline of their social standing (Abrajano & Hajnal, 2015;
Colby & Ortman, 2015). Anti-immigrant sentiments also were
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invigorated when sociocultural anxiety converged with economic threat (Citrin et al., 1997; Filindra & Pearson-Merkowitz,
2013; Ybarra et al., 2016). In this regard, Wallace and Figueroa
(2012) stressed that the confluence of three factors, namely the
rise of foreign-born population, low economic growth, and low
minimum wages, increased the perceived threat of immigration. That finding is consistent with a global pattern found by
Fix et al. (2009), suggesting that recession leads nations to constrict their welcoming immigration policies and protect domestic workers. Equally important is Olson’s (2008) conclusion that
anti-immigrant attitudes and political polarization are mutually reinforcing.
Experience of Racial/Ethnic Discrimination
About half of Latinos in the United States reported having
experienced racial/ethnic discrimination (Krogstad & Lopez,
2016). Although the perception of discrimination does not necessarily account for actual discrimination, it provides valuable
insights for understanding personal and group experiences
(Dion & Kawakami, 1996). Previous studies distinguished two
levels of perceived discrimination based on race/ethnicity: (a)
personal- or individual-level discrimination (i.e., perceiving
mistreatment against oneself), and (b) group-level discrimination (i.e., feeling that one’s ethnic group is being treated negatively) (Dion & Kawakami, 1996; Schildkraut, 2005; Stone &
Han, 2005). Specifically, perceiving personal discrimination is
a common phenomenon among racialized youth, and it affects
their social behavior and wellbeing (Stone & Han, 2005).
The ecological framework explains how the experiences of
immigrants are shaped by multiple systems and interactions
and emphasizes the importance of school and public contexts
(Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). Studies focusing on schools found
that the experience of personal discrimination was a risk factor
for academic success among Latino children and adolescents
(C. R. Martinez et al., 2004; Stone & Han, 2005). Additionally,
Lenzi et al. (2014) studied the extent to which school experience
shapes civic engagement, finding that those perceiving higher
fairness at school were more predisposed to the ideals of engaged citizenship.
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Researchers also have examined experiences of discrimination in official contexts, such as government and police. For
instance, a report from the Pew Research Center (2007) showed
that 45% of Latinos feel that they have been treated poorly in
government offices because of racial or ethnic bias. Furthermore, Becerra et al. (2013) noted that current law enforcement
policies targeting undocumented persons impact Latinos regardless of their legal status, as all of them may feel vulnerable
to some discrimination and racial profiling.
Political Engagement and the Development of Trust
Umaña-Taylor and Guimond (2010) found that Latino male
youth who experienced racial/ethnic discrimination developed a
stronger ethnic identity, which is consistent with the notion of reactive ethnicity (i.e., members of groups targeted by discrimination react by reaffirming their shared identity) (Rumbaut, 2015).
Moreover, Schildkraut (2005) assessed the interrelation of perception of racial/ethnic discrimination, ethnic identity, and political engagement among second generation Latinos. By analyzing
two dimensions of political engagement, namely behavioral engagement (e.g., voting) and attitudinal engagement (e.g., trust of
government), Schildkraut found that perception of personal discrimination was significantly associated with political alienation.
Notably, pan-ethnic identities (i.e., preference for using either nation of origin or Latino/Hispanic, rather than American,
as self-identifier) moderated the relationship between discrimination and low voter turnout, suggesting that group solidarity
was a protective factor for behavioral disaffection (Schildkraut,
2005). On the other hand, the association between racial/ethnic
discrimination and attitudinal alienation (i.e., skepticism about
politicians and higher levels of distrust in government) was not
mitigated by any type of identity among second generation Latinos (Schildkraut, 2005). Similarly, Michelson (2003), who conducted a critical analysis of the process of acculturation specifically focused on Latinos of Mexican origin, also confirmed a
relationship between exposure to personal discrimination and
lack of trust in government. Significantly, being bilingual or
Spanish-speaking debilitated the relationship between perceived
discrimination and disaffection with government among second
generation Latinos in the United States (Schildkraut, 2005).
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Mixed-Status Families and Exposure to Law Enforcement Policies
Several studies have analyzed the specific implications of
growing up in a mixed-status family in which at least one adult
was unauthorized and at least one child was U.S. born (Brabeck
& Xu, 2010; Street et al., 2017; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). In particular, anti-immigration policies were associated with lower
self-esteem and increased anxiety among children of undocumented parents (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). Moreover, studies
focusing on law enforcement showed that two factors, namely
fear of deportation and legislation targeting immigrants, increased the gap between the police and the communities they
serve (Davis & Hendricks, 2007; Roles et al., 2016). Such a breach
of relations was confirmed by explorative analyses describing
how immigrants from different backgrounds showed reluctance to establish contact with the police and adopted avoidance as a defensive behavior (e.g., Menjívar & Bejarano, 2004;
Wachholz & Miedema, 2000).
Significantly, the threat of deportation of a family member
was also associated with fear and avoidance of the administration, which included lower engagement with public institutions
(e.g., schools) and limited use of public resources (e.g., childcare
subsidies or public libraries) (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). In that
regard, Wong (2017) and D. E. Martínez et al. (2017) suggested a
positive association between sanctuary policies, safe communities, and improvement in socioeconomic indicators. Street and
colleagues (2017), who assessed the relationship between having undocumented parents and civic and political engagement,
surprisingly found that second generation Latinos showed similar levels of civic engagement regardless of parental status. On
the other hand, having undocumented parents increased activism on immigration issues among second generation Latinos in
the United States (Street et al., 2017).
Assessing Distrust of Authorities
The purpose of the current study was to assess factors associated with distrust of authorities (i.e., government and police)
among second generation Latinos by addressing the following
research question: Is personal experience of discrimination based
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on race/ethnicity associated with higher distrust of authorities
among second generation Latinos in the United States?
Based on that question, the following hypotheses were tested:
(H1) Second generation Latinos who experienced personal discrimination based on race/ethnicity at school
are more likely to report distrust of government (H1a)
and police (H1b);
(H2) Second generation Latinos who experienced personal discrimination based on race/ethnicity in a government agency are more likely to report distrust of
government (H2a) and police (H2b); and
(H3) Second generation Latinos who experienced personal discrimination based on race/ethnicity by the
police are more likely to report distrust of government
(H3a) and police (H3b).

Methods
Source of Data
This study used data from the Latino Second Generation
dataset, a cross-sectional national survey conducted by GfK
group on behalf of Cornell University during the summer of
2013 (Jones-Correa et al., 2017). The survey focused on political
experiences and attitudes of 1,050 second generation Latinos.
All the participants reported they met the eligibility criteria: (a)
aged between 18 and 31 years; (b) U.S. born; (c) Latino ethnicity;
and (d) both father and mother born outside the United States.
The sampling process combined two procedures, namely
Knowledge Panel (GfK Latino panel recruited as a probability sample based on address-based sampling [ABS] and random
digit dialing [RDD]) and Off-panel Vendors (Jones-Correa et al.,
2017). Response rates for this survey were reported as follows:
(1) the household recruitment rate (RECR) was 11.8%; (2) the
study completion rate (COMR) was 33.8%; (3) the household retention rate (RETR) was 75.9%; (4) the cumulative response rate
1 (CUMRR1) was 2.4%; and (5) the cumulative response rate 2
(CUMRR2) was 1.9% (Jones-Correa et al., 2017). The definition
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and calculation of these rates followed the standards of the
American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR,
2016). The study on the political effects of having undocumented parents conducted by the original survey administrators
provides the most detailed account of the quality of the dataset
to date (Street et al., 2017).

Variables and Measures
Distrust of Authorities
Two variables, distrust of government and distrust of police, allowed us to analyze distrust of authorities. As conceptualized
by Jones-Correa and colleagues (2017), these variables were
measured using a single Likert type question for each case,
scaled as 1 = just about always, 2 = most of the time, 3 = some of the
time, and 4 = almost never. Grimmelikhuijsen and Knies (2017)
pointed out that using a single item as a measure of political
trust is a common practice to measure trust and distrust in government. Thus, the question measuring distrust of government in
this study was, “How much of the time do you think you can
trust the federal government in Washington DC [sic] to do what
is right? Would you say…?” According to Poznyak et al. (2014),
such a type of question represents the overall trustworthiness
of the government, which is consistent with its use in previous
studies on political attitudes (e.g., Schildkraut, 2005).
Similarly, the question assessing distrust of police was formulated as, “How much of the time do you think you can trust
the police to do what is right? Would you say…?” Such a question has been previously used as an item on scales measuring a
broader notion: police legitimacy (e.g., Gau, 2014). In the present
study, distrust of government and distrust of police were used as
dependent variables to test the hypotheses H1a, H2a, and H3a,
and H1b, H2b, and H3b, respectively (see Table 1 for descriptive
statistics and distribution of frequencies).
Experience of Personal Discrimination
A series of variables assessed experience of personal discrimination based on race/ethnicity at three specific contexts: at
school, in a government agency, and by the police. Participants
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Distribution of Frequencies
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were asked to answer yes or no to a single survey question:
“Have you ever been unfairly treated because of your race or
ethnicity?” (Jones-Correa et al., 2017). The survey included a
series of subquestions—also dichotomously measured—allowing respondents to specify the context where such experiences
happened. Previous studies on ethnicity and political outcomes
have included personal discrimination as a variable of interest
(e.g., Dion & Kawakami, 1996; Schildkraut, 2005). In our case,
experiences of personal discrimination based on race/ethnicity
(whether at school, in a government agency, or by the police)
were used as independent variables to test specific hypotheses
(i.e., experience of personal discrimination at school tested the hypothesis H1, experience of personal discrimination in a government
agency tested the hypothesis H2, and experience of personal discrimination by the police tested the hypothesis H3). These variables also were used as each other’s control.
Exposure to Deportation
Two variables were used to assess exposure to deportation,
namely exposure to deportation at the family level and exposure to
deportation at the community level. Both variables were measured
based on respondents answering a dichotomous survey question: “Has anyone you know been deported from the U.S. for
breaking immigration law?” (Jones-Correa et al., 2017). A series
of subquestions allowed respondents to specify whether the
person deported was a close family member, a relative, a friend,
or a neighbor. Based on that, exposure to deportation at the family
level was coded as 0 = the respondent did not know any close family
member or relative deported, or 1 = the respondent did know a close
family member or relative deported. Similarly, exposure to deportation at the community level was coded as 0 = the respondent did
not know any friend or neighbor deported, or 1 = the respondent did
know a friend or neighbor deported. Accounting for exposure to
deportation was consistent with previous studies assessing the
relationship between law enforcement policies and child and
family wellbeing (e.g., Brabeck & Xu, 2010). The current study
used exposure to deportation at the family level and exposure to deportation at the community level as control variables.
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Exposure to Undocumented Parental Status
Whether the participant grew up with either parent having
undocumented status was estimated by adapting Street and colleagues’ (2017) procedure. In particular, two categorical survey
questions, which were duplicated to inquire regarding fathers’
and mothers’ statuses separately, allowed us to define exposure to
undocumented parental status. A first question (“When your father/
mother moved to the U.S., did he/she enter the country as …”)
included seven categories: 1 = as a U.S. citizen, 2 = as a permanent
resident, 3 = as a temporary visa holder, 4 = as a refugee or asylum seeker,
5 = without legal documents, 6 = other, or 7 = don’t know/not applicable.
Then, a second question (“After entering the U.S., did your father/mother change his/her legal status?”) included five options:
1 = did not, 2 = yes, to permanent resident, 3 = yes, to U.S. citizen, 4 =
yes, to Temporary Protected Status, or 5 = don’t know/not applicable.
Those parents who were reported to have entered the country
without documents, but changed their legal status by obtaining
citizenship, permanent residence, or Temporary Protected Status,
were identified as parents who ever had undocumented status.
Additionally, those who entered with visas but did not subsequently change their legal statuses were also accounted for as
parents who ever had undocumented status. The result of such
estimations allowed the creation of the variable exposure to undocumented parental status, which was measured dichotomously
as participants having at least one parent who ever had undocumented status. Brabeck and Xu (2010) and Street and colleagues
(2017) have shown that accounting for parental status allows researchers to evaluate the intersection between politics, policies,
and individuals’ outcomes. This study used exposure to undocumented parental status as a control variable.
Ideology
Respondents’ ideology was measured based on a single survey question (“In general, do you think of yourself as?”) assessing liberal–conservative self-identification (i.e., extremely liberal;
liberal; slightly liberal; moderated, middle of the road; slightly conservative; conservative; or extremely conservative) (Jones-Correa et al.,
2017). The survey options were recoded into three categories:
1 = liberal self-identification (which included those who defined
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themselves as extremely liberal, liberal or slightly liberal); 2 = neither
liberal nor conservative (including those who reported being moderated, middle of the road); and 3 = conservative self-identification (including respondents self-defined as extremely conservative, conservative, or slightly conservative). We have included ideology as
a control variable in our models based on the assumption that,
as previous studies pointed out, Latinos’ political attitudes are
significantly related to perceptions and social behaviors among
Latinos in the United States (e.g., White, 2016).
American Identity
A single survey question (namely, “How strongly do you
think of yourself as American?”) allowed us to conceptualize
American identity (Jones-Correa et al., 2017). The variable was
measured as participants identifying themselves as 1 = very
strongly American, 2 = somewhat strongly American, 3 = not very
strongly American, or 4 = not at all American. It was consistent
with previous studies assessing specific outcomes (e.g., political
behavior and school performance) of children of immigrants to
the United States to include a measure of affiliation with the
American identity (e.g., Schildkraut, 2005; Stone & Han, 2005).
The current study used American identity as a control variable.
Age, Gender, Education,
Language Proficiency, and Household Income
Age was a two intervals measure: 1 = ages 18–24 and 2 = age
25 and older. Gender was measured dichotomously as 1 = male
and 2 = female. Education included four categories: 1 = less than
high school, 2 = high school, 3 = some college, or 4 = bachelor’s degree or
higher. Language proficiency was coded as 1 = English dominant, 2
= bilingual, and 3 = Spanish dominant. Household income was measured in U.S. dollars per year with respondents selecting one of
three options: 1 = less than 20,000, 2 = between 20,000 and 49,999,
and 3 = 50,000 and over. Previous studies have underlined the
pertinence of including age, gender, education, language proficiency, and household income when evaluating perceived discrimination among Latinos (e.g., Becerra et al., 2013; Michelson,
2003; Schildkraut, 2005; Stone & Han, 2005). Accordingly, those
variables were included as control variables in our models.
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Analysis
Two ordinal logistic regressions were estimated to assess
the association between experience of personal discrimination
based on race/ethnicity and distrust of government and police
(models one and two respectively) (see Table 2). Each model included three types of discrimination (i.e., at school, in a government agency, and by the police) that were alternatively considered as main independent variables and each other’s control.
In particular, we found it worthwhile to include the experience
of discrimination at school as a control variable, based on the
Table 2. Ordinal Logistic Regression
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assumption that there is an association between such exposure
and political and civic behavior in young adulthood (Lenzi et
al., 2014). Moreover, each model was calculated controlling for
exposure to deportation (both at the family and at the community level) and exposure to undocumented parental status, as
previously explored by Street and colleagues (2017). Lastly, our
models followed the example of previous studies on discrimination and second generation Americans by controlling for a
number of sociopolitical and demographic factors, including
ideology, identity, age, gender, education, language proficiency,
and household income (Becerra et al., 2013; Schildkraut, 2005;
Stone & Han, 2005).
Listwise deletion was employed to address missing data.
As a result, our final analytic sample consisted of 873 individuals out of the 1,050 observations in the dataset. The relatively
small number of cases removed was consistent with literature
underlining the effectiveness of listwise deletion when only a
small part of the sample is discarded (Schafer & Graham, 2002).

Results
These analyses showed that experience of personal discrimination based on race/ethnicity at school was related to
distrust of government, which provided support for the hypothesis H1a. The respondents who reported discrimination at
school had odds of expressing a higher level of distrust of the
government that were about 1.56 times the odds for the respondents who did not report being discriminated against at school
(p<.05). Contrarily, our findings did not confirm the hypotheses
H1b (no evidence indicated that discrimination at school was
related to distrust of police) and H2 (there is no evidence to establish an association between discrimination in a government
agency and distrust of either government [H2a] or police [H2b]).
In addition, our results provided support for the hypothesis H3a, as the experience of racial/ethnic discrimination by
the police was significantly related to distrust of government. In
particular, the respondents who reported discrimination by the
police had odds of expressing a higher level of distrust of the
government that were about 1.55 times the odds for the respondents who did not report discrimination by the police (p<.05).
Moreover, the hypothesis H3b was also supported, as we found
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a strong association between experience of discrimination and
distrust of police when the specific context of such unfairness
was the police itself (OR=2.32, p<.001).
Additional findings suggested that respondents whose
parents were at any point undocumented were more likely to
report distrust of government (OR=1.44, p<.01). Moreover, the
examination of the sociopolitical variables included as controls (i.e., ideology, language proficiency, and American identity) indicated that being liberal (holding conservative as the
reference group) decreased the odds of expressing distrust of
government (OR=0.67, p<.05). Similarly, Spanish-speaking and
bilingual participants were less likely to distrust government
(OR=0.24, p<.001 and OR=0.69, p<.05, respectively) than those
English-dominant respondents.
Finally, our findings suggested an attitudinal pattern about
the American identity. Those who reported not having a very
strong American feeling were more likely to distrust the government (OR=1.92, p<.01) and police (OR=2.10, p<.01) when compared
with those expressing a very strong alignment with the American identity. Specifically, those respondents who selected the category “not at all American” had odds of expressing distrust of
police that were about 2.69 times the odds for the respondents
who chose the category “very strong American” (p<.05).

Discussion
This study confirmed that experience of personal discrimination based on race/ethnicity at school and by the police were
significantly associated with distrust of government among
second generation Latinos in the United States. Such findings
aligned with existing literature suggesting that racial/ethnic
discrimination erodes the sense of belonging to the political
community (e.g., Michelson, 2003; Schildkraut, 2005). In particular, our study is consistent with Schildkraut’s (2005) conclusion that personal discrimination among second generation
Latinos was strongly associated with attitudinal alienation (e.g.,
political distrust). Curiously, the relationship between the experience of racial/ethnic discrimination and distrust of government does not apply to those who reported discrimination at
a government agency. Such singularity may be related to how
individuals frame their various experiences of discrimination.
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In that regard, we speculate that experiences of discrimination
at school and by the police may be perceived as more harmful events than experiences of discrimination at a government
agency, so the former potentially has more longstanding consequences on political trust.
Moreover, this study provided insight into how political
behavior operates and demonstrated that sociocultural factors,
such as language and national/ethnic identity, were significantly related to distrust of authorities. In the first place, we found
that being Spanish-speaking or bilingual was associated with
reduced disaffection with the government among second generation Latinos, which was consistent with previous studies on
language policy and acculturation (e.g., Rumbaut, 2015; Schildkraut, 2013). Specifically, this study aligned with Citrin and
colleagues (2017), who found evidence refuting Huntington’s
theory that the current wave of Latino immigrants, because
their linguistic homogeneity, will not integrate into mainstream
America. In fact, we showed that speaking Spanish was indeed
associated with a higher trust of government, rather than suggesting a climate of mistrust of Washington, among Latino children of foreign-born parents.
Additionally, this study concurred with existing literature
underlining the role of identity in shaping political attitudes and
behaviors among young adults of immigrant parents (Schildkraut, 2005; Umaña-Taylor & Guimond, 2010). Significantly, we
showed that the less “American” second generation Latinos feel,
the greater is their distrust of government. This finding suggests that pan-ethnic identity (i.e., giving preference to Latino
over American as a personal identifier) is not a protective factor
for political attitudinal disaffection (e.g., distrust of authorities),
despite Schildkraut (2005) demonstrating that that was indeed
the case for behavioral alienation (e.g., voting).
We also found an association between having undocumented parents and distrust of government, which is consistent with
the literature emphasizing the multiple implications of parental
citizenship status, including erosion of civic engagement (e.g.,
Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). Surprisingly, we did not find any
association between parental legal status and distrust of police.
Nevertheless, we must be cautious when interpreting our findings related to having undocumented parents because an actual
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figure of parental status was not available, and our analysis was
based on a constructed estimation.

Limitations
The survey used in this study was conducted online from
respondents partially recruited from off-panel vendors, which
may lead to selection bias and misrepresentations (Wright,
2005). Moreover, as Street and colleagues (2017) have suggested, some sort of desirability effect (i.e., people answering in the
way they believe is most socially acceptable) might be expected
among the respondents. For instance, social desirability may
drive participants to report stronger American feelings, as that
might be an expectation for U.S. born children of immigrants.
Additionally, the survey inquired about sensitive matters
(e.g., deportation of family members), which may have led to
cases of hidden or inaccurate data. Finally, this study defined
its dependent variables (i.e., distrust of government and police)
based on a single survey item. Although such procedures allowed us to perceive an overall sense of the matter, it may be
inadequate to grasp the complexity of the issues at hands. For
instance, though we measured the general notion of trust in
police, we did not include any specifics such as distinguishing
between federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies.

Conclusions
By using a data source that enabled the independent evaluation of three different contexts of discrimination (i.e., school,
government agency, and police), this study developed an
original approach which enhanced the conclusions drawn from
previous investigations. This study confirmed that experience
of discrimination based on race/ethnicity at school and by the
police were significantly associated with distrust of government among second generation Latinos. Such findings aligned
with previous literature suggesting that racial/ethnic discrimination erodes the sense of belonging to the political community.
Moreover, we pointed out some additional factors influencing
trust in authorities among the offspring of Latino immigrants,
such as bilingualism and national/ethnic identities. Hence, this
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study underlines the relevance of supporting culturally diverse
communities and promoting multiculturalism in schools.
Our finding that having undocumented parents was associated with distrust of government highlighted the need for
further examinations of the influences of immigration policies
and trust-building processes among communities and authorities. In particular, it would be worthwhile to compare experiences and attitudes between second generation Latinos living in
counties/cities that support restrictive policies on immigration
and those living in localities with some sort of sanctuary status. By showing that personal history of discrimination based
on race/ethnicity compromises the political trust among second
generation Americans, we confirmed the political dimension
of individual experiences of oppression. Ultimately, our study
suggests that it is critical for scholars, practitioners, and communities to come together to overcome the impact that the current wave of restrictive policies and the rise of anti-immigrant
anxieties will likely have on upcoming generations of new
Americans and their offspring.
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Even though after-school childcare arrangements are a significant matter for working mothers in the United States, only formal childcare has
been recognized as relevant by researchers. Therefore, this study aims
to find the association between different types of after-school childcare
arrangements (after-school programs, relative, parental, self-care, and
combination of care) and low-income working mothers’ labor supply,
including their working hours and months, with special attention to
their race/ethnicity. The study employed the Ordinary Least Squares
regression analysis and utilized the National Household Education
Survey Programs: After-School Programs and Activities (2005). The
results showed that White and Hispanic mothers using relative care
reported longer working hours than mothers of the same ethnic groups
who used other types of care. Hispanic mothers using parental (spousal) care also reported fewer working months than Hispanic mothers
using relative care. Implications for policy, social work practice, and
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research are discussed along with limitations, including the cross-sectional design of the study.
Keywords: after-school childcare arrangements, ethnic-minority mothers, low-income working mothers, labor supply, relative care

In the United States, social and economic changes since 1940
have significantly influenced women’s roles in family structure,
childrearing, and maternal employment. While only 28% of
women in the United States worked for pay outside the home
in 1940 (Colby, 2012), more than 62% of women were working
by 2008 (Laughlin, 2013). Currently, more than half of American children under the age of 18 live in households where both
parents work (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012) and parental
working hours outside the home have increased since 1940 (Saltzstein et al., 2001). Particularly, mothers from ethnic-minority
backgrounds with school-aged children have become a significant portion of the U.S. labor force. In 2008, for instance, the labor force included 68.7% of Black mothers with children under
the age of 18—a population that has actively participated in the
workforce since 1950 (Brewster & Padavic, 2002). In 2017, 78.4%
of Black mothers with children under the age of 18 were in the
workforce, the highest rate amongst racial groups. In comparison, 70.5% of White mothers, 65% of Asian American mothers,
and 61.9% of Hispanic mothers worked while raising children
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018). Additionally, the labor
force participation rates of Black and Hispanic mothers with
children under the age of 18 have shown a marked increase
since 1994, when the employment rates for Black and Hispanic
mothers were 68.4% and 54.7%, respectively. By 2017, 78.4% of
Black mothers and 61.9% of Hispanic mothers were employed
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018).
Even though families’ social, demographic, and economic-political factors significantly influence their childcare arrangements (Capizzano et al., 2000), many studies have shown
little interest in the intersection of mothers’ races/ethnicities,
their childcare issues (including after-school childcare), and
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their working supply. Instead, studies have focused mainly on
addressing the impact of after-school programs on child development (Caughy et al., 1994; Hagekull & Bohlin, 1995; Posner &
Vandell, 1994; Riggs & Greenberg, 2004; Roffman et al., 2001).
Furthermore, few studies have analyzed the differences in
the mother’s labor supply or outcomes when different types of
after-school childcare (after-school programs versus relative
care) are implemented. Because they conceptualize childcare
costs and government subsidies as being provided by the market (Arpino et al., 2014), the majority of relevant studies have
focused heavily on the economic benefits of formal childcare
sectors for households while largely ignoring the role of child
support from informal care (Choi & Johnson, 2014). With so
much attention invested in sociocultural or historical lenses
(Arendell, 2000; Glenn, 2010), less focus has been placed on the
benefits of informal types of childcare, particularly relative care,
because its cost is primarily nonmonetary (Arpino et al., 2014).
Therefore, our study—investigating the associations between distinctive after-school childcare types and labor supplies
of working mothers of different races/ethnicities—will contribute to a better understanding of childcare patterns and provide
insight on how to efficiently and effectively assist mothers who
are using informal childcare. In particular, the study aims to
recommend appropriate childcare subsidies to policymakers
who are concerned with the efficacy and efficiency of economic and family policies. Specifically, our recommended childcare
subsidies are ones that would encourage working mothers of
minority races and ethnicities from low-income households to
participate in the job market in greater numbers and for more
hours/months in order to bolster their economic development
and potentially move them out of poverty.
To explore the impacts of formal and informal after-school
childcare settings on the labor supply of working mothers—with
a particular emphasis on working mothers from ethnic-minority backgrounds—we employed a national dataset, the National
Household Education Survey Programs: After-School Programs
and Activities of 2005. Using the nationally representative
dataset, our study examines the association between different
after-school childcare arrangements (both formal and informal) and the labor supply of working mothers—working hours
and months—in relation to race/ethnicity. This study begins
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by reviewing the different types of after-school childcare arrangements and the significant factors that influence their utilizations, such as sociodemographic, economic–political, and
cultural factors. Finally, the use of relative care by families from
ethnic-minority backgrounds is described.
Studying the relationships between after-school childcare
options and the employment of low-income mothers with different races and ethnicities is crucial. Both employment and
average weekly wages for Black and Hispanic workers lag behind those of Asian American and White workers (U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics, 2016). These differences are part of an entrenched system of economic disparity that reduces opportunities for economic mobility and contributes to long-term poverty
(Glenn, 2010). Therefore, the study will contribute uniquely to
childcare policies by examining relative care practices within
low-income racial and ethnic households.

Literature Review
After-School Childcare Arrangements
Mothers in the American workforce who have children
between the ages of 5 and 14 have utilized one or more types
of formal after-school programs (hereafter ASPs) or informal
childcare arrangements (parental, relative, or self-care) during
out-of-school hours (Lawrence & Kreader, 2006).
ASPs are usually regarded as formal education settings because of their high quality of programs and partnerships with
schools and communities (Little et al., 2008). ASPs can be community-based or school-based programs (Committee on Community-Level Programs for Youth, 2000). Community-based
programs are implemented by the community, such as the
YMCA/YWCA, organizations, or religious institutions (Committee on Community-Level Programs for Youth, 2000). Working parents generally prefer this setting because of convenience
and the variety of educational resources (Brecher et al., 2009).
While many experimental studies on the high quality of ASPs
confirmed their effectiveness, a recent study using a national
dataset did not discover positive outcomes; instead, it implied
that the school and community type might be significantly associated with the quality of ASPs (Park & Zhan, 2017).
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Parental care (spousal care) is provided by a parent or a parent’s live-in partner; however, it offers no net increase in available employment hours for parents, because time devoted to
caregiving is unavailable for other work. Families using parental care showed less flexibility and fewer working hours than
families using nonparental care (Craig & Powell, 2012; Hochschild & Machung, 1990).
Relative care is most often provided by grandmothers
(Christensen et al., 2011), which may reflect social conditioning—childcare is predominately considered women’s work, so
grandmothers, as opposed to grandfathers, are the expected
caregivers. Since family members are more likely to accept the
parents’ requests for childcare, relative care provides flexible
childcare availability (Christensen et al., 2011). For instance,
parents with nonstandard employment hours prefer to select
informal care because of unscheduled, evening, or weekend
work hours (Meyers & Jordan, 2006).
Self-care refers to children supervising themselves without
an adult caregiver present; they also are called latchkey children (Lawrence & Kreader, 2006). In some cases, older children
take care of themselves and their younger siblings (Christensen
et al., 2011). Even though self-care provides opportunities to increase independence among older children (Polatnick, 2002),
there are also multiple high-risk factors (e.g., possibility of drug
use, gang involvement, and lack of safety) if these children are
living in dangerous communities (Capizzano et al., 2000).

Major Factors Affecting Selection of
After-School Childcare Arrangements
There are significant factors that impact the selection of
after-school childcare arrangements for children of working
mothers. In this section, such factors will be reviewed, along
with previous studies in the literature.
Sociodemographic Factor
One of the factors that influence after-school childcare arrangements is the family’s sociodemographic factor. First, families with higher incomes are more likely to select after-school
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programs than families with lower incomes (Christensen et al.,
2011; Riggs & Greenberg, 2004). Moreover, children who come
from upper/middle-class homes have a higher likelihood of
participating in programs with greater activity flexibility, along
with more playmates and age-appropriate activities (Little et
al., 2008). Parents’ marital statuses are also relevant. Two-parent households are more likely to use formal childcare arrangements than single-parent households (Sonenstein et al., 2002).
Well-educated mothers are more likely to enroll their children
in formal center care arrangements and less likely to use homebased care (Meyers & Jordan, 2006). Conversely, parents who live
in economically disadvantaged communities are more likely to
use informal care than those who live in economically advantaged
neighborhoods, since living in advantaged neighborhoods provides more accessibility to various resources, such as organized
programs and center supplies (Meyers & Jordan, 2006).
Economic–Political Factor
There has been a lack of studies on how the cost of after-school
programs and the availability of public assistance for after-school
childcare options play significant roles in parental selection of
different types of childcare. However, since formal ASPs are one
of the public childcare subsidy options, this exploration may offer
potential background on these dynamics.
In general, childcare costs negatively affect the probability
of a mother’s ability to work (Powell, 2002). For instance, when
childcare costs increase, mothers’ participation in the workforce decreases. However, when the costs of childcare decrease,
mothers’ employment rates increase (Ribar, 1992). Also, childcare costs impact the utilization of paid or unpaid care. For instance, the price of formal care and sitter care reduces both the
probability of mothers working and their use of formal care and
sitter care (Powell, 2002). Since relative care is likely less sensitive to price than formal center care, its use is not significantly
affected by childcare costs (Powell, 2002). Lastly, another adult
(e.g., relative) presence in the household has a positive association with mothers working and utilizing that adult’s help for
childcare (Powell, 2002). In summary, childcare costs play a significant role in working mothers’ choice of care type.
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Receiving childcare subsidies is positively associated with
an increase in mothers’ work participation (Blau & Tekin, 2007;
Michalopoulos & Robins, 2000). For instance, increasing subsidies by $100 for full-time workers who use formal care would
increase full-time employment by fourth tenths of a percentage
point. However, growing subsidies by $1000 for full-time workers using only parental care would increase full-time employment by just over 1% (Michalopoulos & Robins, 2000). Second,
targeted childcare subsidies or full childcare subsidies positively impact working mothers’ labor participation rates and use of
different care types (Powell, 2002). For instance, if wages were
subsidized by 10%, the labor force participation rate among
working mothers would increase from 43.2% to 47.3%, with
the most significant increase in the group that uses formal care
(Powell, 2002). Additionally, when the subsidy for all types of
childcare was provided, the employment rate of mothers using
different types of care increased from 43.2% to 48.8% (Powell,
2002). This finding indicates that providing subsidies to working mothers, regardless of childcare type, would increase work
participation rates.
Cultural Factor
Generally speaking, mothers from low-income households
that identify as Black and/or Hispanic rely on family and relatives for childcare more than White mothers do (Arendell, 2000).
Notably, some ethnic-minority groups put a strong emphasis
on “familialism”—the fostering of cultural attitudes and values
that view family care as a gendered and intergenerational responsibility, and as the obligation of extended families, regardless of financial capability. They also view lineal relatives and
relatives living in the same house as mutually cooperative (Saraceno, 2016). Most of all, sharing childcare with extended family
members is an accepted and reciprocated practice in Black and
Hispanic families. For instance, both Black and Hispanic mothers rely significantly on grandparents, older children, and other
relatives for childcare, particularly the children’s aunts (Clutter
& Nieto, n.d.).

92

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Relative Care in Families from Ethnic-Minority Backgrounds
Women within ethnic-minority groups are viewed as both
individual units of labor as well as available caregivers for all
the children within that family (Arpino et al., 2014). This dual
role alters the groups’ understandings of mothering. Within
these groups, mothering and childcare are not seen exclusively as the work of a child’s biological female parent. Instead,
childcare is viewed as a family-oriented labor service involving
spouses and/or relatives (Glenn et al., 1994).
Relative care builds an effective support system for working mothers and provides flexibility for both working hours
(shifts) and hours worked (Collins, 2000). Minority families’ relationships and social connections, in particular, are fostered by
relative/kin labor, especially during periods of extreme hardship and cultural transition (Glenn, 2010). For instance, Black
mothers heavily utilized relative care during slavery and the
Reconstruction period (Glenn et al., 1994; Kamo, 2000). Among
ethnic-minority families in lower-income households, the probability of living in an extended family household is higher, so
resources from other members are more likely to be available
(Kamo, 2000).
There are instrumental (goods, childcare services, money), cultural, and emotional (companionship, advice) benefits
of the use of relative care in ethnic-minority families (Glenn
et al., 1994). These benefits are significant resources for families because they reduce socioeconomic barriers and psychological distress, as well as providing childcare opportunities
(Miller-Cribbs & Farber, 2008). In fact, in opposition to formal
childcare settings with daily schedules, relative care can adapt
to negotiated schedules, payment types (e.g., cash, gifts, or
non-payment), and transportation (Gordon et al., 2008; Snuggs,
2017). Overall, relative care offers convenience, flexibility, and
easy-access childcare, and most likely creates greater benefits
for working mothers.
Considering that relative care provides more flexibility and accessibility than ASPs, self-care, or parental care, we
hypothesized that working mothers from ethnic-minority
backgrounds—specifically Black and Hispanic—and low-income households would use more relative care than White
mothers. Furthermore, we hypothesized that mothers from
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ethnic-minority backgrounds who used relative care would
have more positive labor supply outcomes than White mothers
and mothers from the same ethnic-minority backgrounds who
used different types of care.

Methods
Data and Sample
The National Household Education Surveys Programs:
After-School Programs and Activities of 2005 (NHES: ASPA)
was developed by the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES) within the U.S. Department of Education. The program involved random-digit-dial (RDD) telephone surveys of
households in the U.S. from January 3 through April 24, 2005, to
collect information for the 2004–2005 school year only (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). NHES: ASPA is a nationally representative survey that collected information about
school-aged children in preschool/kindergarten through eighth
grade (i.e., middle school children up to age 15) in the 50 states
and the District of Columbia (Carver et al., 2006). NHES collected information relevant to after-school childcare arrangements
three times—in 1999, 2001, and 2005. All the data surveys were
collected separately from one another. For this study, we chose
the most recent data collection of 2005.
For the ASPA interview, the adult living in the household
was the respondent. For the most part, the respondents were
mothers. However, respondents could be fathers, stepfathers,
adoptive parents, foster parents, grandparents, relatives, or
nonrelatives (Hagedorn et al., 2006) who knew the specifics of
the child/children’s care and education (Carver et al., 2006). All
respondents were asked basic demographic questions about the
child/children and parent/guardian (e.g., race/ethnicity, parents’
educational levels, and parents’ labor supply), the household income, and household characteristics (Hagedorn et al., 2006).
The total sample of 11,684 children represented a weighted
total of 36,185,760 school-aged children (the weighted total respondent rate was 84%) from the Northeast (20%), Midwest (20%),
West (20%), and South (40%) (Hagedorn et al., 2006). The data
contained information about student participation in different
types of care arrangements, such as ASPs (community-based
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care and school-based care), relative care, neighborhood care,
parental care, and self-care.
Sample Selection
For this study, the sample was drawn using the following
four criteria. First, the children must have attended formal
schools (either public or private). Homeschooled children were
excluded (n = 269). This resulted in a sample of 11,415.
Second, in order to select only low-income families—defined as families whose incomes were below 200% of the federal poverty threshold (Jiang et al., 2015)—it was necessary to
apply 200% of the poverty threshold from the U.S. Census of
2004, which considered the annual household income and the
number of household members (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020).
Since the characteristics of the household income variable in
the dataset were categorical, the median value in each category
for the annual household income was used. Participants needed to choose one response based on the range of the household
income: Response 1 was $5,000 or less, response 2 was between
$5,001–$10k, and response 3 was $10,001–$20k. After this application, the sample size narrowed down to 1,983.
Third, in order to select households with working mothers,
those respondents who answered “yes” to the following question were chosen: “During the past week, did you (the mother/
stepmother/foster mother) work at a job for pay or income, including self-employment?” At this stage, the sample size was
reduced to 842, meaning 43% of low-income households had
working mothers. Finally, in order to examine the independent
variables in different types of after-school childcare arrangements, the following cases were excluded: those who did not
use any type of after-school childcare arrangements (n = 49)
and missing cases (n = 25). Finally, the data from participants
who identified as other than Black, Hispanic, and White were
dropped due to the small sample size (n = 51). The remaining
sample of 717 was used for data analyses.
Independent Variables
The independent variables include the reference group, relative care (n = 178), and comparison groups: (a) After-School
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Programs (ASPs) (n = 114), which include school-based and community-based programs; (b) self-care (n = 94); (c) parental care,
which includes mother/stepmother/foster mother or father/foster
father/stepfather (n = 266); and (d) some combination of care types
(n = 65). The combination care includes combinations of community-based and relative care (n = 28), self- and community-based
care (n = 18), and self-care and relative care (n = 19). Since the purpose of the study is to understand which care type is most positively associated with working mothers’ time availabilities, considering all possible care types was crucial. Since parental care
is part of the current trend, parental care was not excluded, even
though it could lead to the possibility of simultaneous participation in the workforce. Employed mothers or fathers who stay at
home after school still are subject to employment schedules to
some extent (Craig & Powell, 2012), which causes parental care to
have less flexibility than relative care.
Dependent Variables
There are four dependent variables that measure the labor
supply of mothers from racial-minority backgrounds: (a) mothers’ working hours per week, (b) mothers’ working months
over the past year, (c) mothers’ availability of regular job shift,
and (d) mothers’ ability to attend job training/school. The specific four questions pertaining to mothers’ labor supply are as
follows: (1) To determine weekly work hours: “About how many
total hours per week (do you/does she) usually work for pay or
income, counting all jobs?” Answers were given in whole numbers (weekly hours) and treated as continuous; and (2) To determine mothers’ working months over the past year, respondents
were asked, “Over the past year, how many months, if any, (have
you/has she) worked for pay or income?” Answers were given in
whole numbers (past months) and treated as continuous.
Covariates
For control variables, we used sociodemographic and economic–political factors that affected childcare options. These
control variables were included based on findings from previous studies that showed significant effects in selecting childcare
options. Since the aim of the current study is to examine the
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links between after-school childcare arrangements and the
mothers’ labor supply, we controlled for the following variables:
mothers’ educational levels, mothers’ marital statuses, community type (living in urban or rural areas), and if they received
government childcare subsidies. This question was asked: “Is
the state government or welfare agency currently helping you
pay for any childcare costs (for any child)?” (1 = yes, 0 = no).
Data Analysis
For the descriptive statistics of the data sample and variables, univariate analysis was used. To explore the association
between different types of after-school childcare arrangements
and mothers’ labor supply—mothers’ working hours per week
and working mothers over the past year—the Ordinary Least
Square (OLS) regression was employed. This analysis helped us
determine how much of the variance in these two dependent
variables (working hours, working months) can be attributed to
our independent variable (different types of care).
Descriptive Statistics

Results

Weighted percentages, means, and standard deviations of
critical variables are presented in Table 1. Weighted statistics
were utilized due to the sampling procedure of the data collection. All of the estimates in the data were based on weighting the
observations by using the probability of the selection of the respondents and other adjustments to partially account for nonresponse and coverage bias (Carver et al., 2006). Univariate analysis
was utilized to obtain the sample’s demographic information.
The race/ethnicity distribution for this sample was Black
(23%), Hispanic (43.1%), and White (33.9%). As indicated in Table
1, other than parental care (36%) and self-care (13.2%), 17.1% of
children were in ASPs, 7.4% of children were in some combination of care, and 26.2% of children used relative care. Among
Black mothers, 18.2% used ASPs (n = 30), 23.6% used relative
care (n = 39), 14.5% used self-care (n = 24), 34.5% used parental care (n = 57), and 9.1% used a combination of care (n = 15).
Among Hispanic mothers, 17.5% used ASPs (n = 54), 24.3% used
relative care (n = 75), 12.6% used self-care (n = 39), 35.3% used
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parental care (n = 109), and 10.4% used a combination of care (n
= 32). With respect to White mothers, 12.3% used ASPs (n = 30),
26.3% used relative care (n = 64), 12.8% used self-care (n = 31),
41.2% used parental care (n = 100), and 7.4% used a combination
of care (n = 18).
Regarding mothers’ marital statuses: (a) 41.4% were married; (b) 32.5% were widowed, separated, or divorced; and (c)
26.1% were never married. In terms of mothers’ educational levels: (a) 31.7% had less than a high school education, (b) 37.7%
had a high school degree or equivalent, and (c) 30.6% had some
college or higher. Only 16.4% of households received childcare
subsidies. Furthermore, a majority of households lived in urban
areas (79.1%).
For mothers’ labor supply, the average number of working hours per week was 33.23, the average number of working
months over the past year was 9.81, 20.9% of working mothers
had availability for job training/school attendance, and 87.7% of
them had regular job shift availability.

Regression Statistics
Working Hours per Week by Race/Ethnicity
Mothers’ working hours per week were assessed by OLS regressions using the subsamples of Black, Hispanic, and White
mothers. This model contained four covariates (mothers’ educational levels, mothers’ marital statuses, childcare subsidies,
and community type) and independent variables. Controlling
for the covariates, the model explained 7% (R²) of the variance
in Black mothers’ working hours per week; however, p was not
statistically significant for Black mothers (F = 1.17, p = .32). As
shown in Table 2, there was no significant correlation between
Black mothers’ working hours per week and after-school childcare arrangements.
This model explained 11.3% (R²) of the variance in Hispanic mothers’ working hours per week, which was statistically
significant (F = 3.78, p = .000). The results presented in Table 2
showed that Hispanic mothers using ASPs (b = −6.40, p = .001),
self-care (b = −7.41, p = .001), and parental care (b = −7.77, p = .000)
displayed shorter working hours per week than mothers using
relative care. In addition, the Beta value (β) for parental care

Table 2. Regression Estimates on Working Hours per Week by Race/Ethnicity
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(−.33) made the strongest unique contribution to predicting
working hours per week. At the same time, the Beta values (β)
for self-care (−.22) and ASPs (−.22) were slightly lower, indicating that they made less of a contribution.
For White mothers, this model explained 6.9% (R²) of the
variance in White mothers’ working hours per week and it was
not significant (F = 1.73, p = .074). The results, listed in Table 2, indicated that White mothers using parental care showed shorter
working hours per week (b = −4.73, p = .014) than White mothers
using relative care. With respect to Standard Coefficients (β),
among White mothers, parental care (−.20) was the most important variable in predicting working hours per week.
Working Months Over the Past Year by Race/Ethnicity
Mothers’ working months over the past year were assessed
by OLS regressions. This model contained four covariates
(mothers’ educational levels, marital statuses, childcare subsidies, and community types) and independent variables. For
Black mothers, the model explained 5.5% (R²) of the variance
in Black mothers’ working months over the past year, which
did not reach statistical significance (F = .89, p = .54). The results
listed in Table 3 indicated no relationship between after-school
childcare arrangements and Black mothers’ working months.
For Hispanic mothers, the model explained 2.9% (R²) of the
variance in the mothers’ working months over the past year,
which was not statistically significant (F = .88, p = .56). The results listed in Table 3 indicated that compared to Hispanic
mothers using relative care, Hispanic mothers using parental
care displayed shorter working months (b = −1.06, p = .039). In
terms of the Standardized Coefficient (β) for Hispanic mothers,
the Beta value (β) for parental care (−.15) contributed to predicting working months. For White mothers, controlling for the covariates, the model explained 7.2% (R²) of the variance in their
working months over the past year, which was not significant (F
= 1.73, p = .061). The results listed in Table 3 indicated that there
was no significant correlation between White mothers’ working
months and different types of care.

Table 3. OLS Regression Estimates on Working Months Over the Past Year by Race/Ethnicity
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Discussion
Even though informal childcare (particularly relative care)
has contributed to the economic prosperity of working mothers,
little effort has been made to assess its benefits, because informal childcare is unrecorded and characterized as a nonmarket
activity (Choi & Johnson, 2014). Our analysis is thus an essential
contribution because it deals with informal care issues and has
uncovered significant findings that help identify the association between after-school childcare settings and working mothers, with a particular focus on relative care and mothers from
ethnic-minority backgrounds.
The study outcomes regarding the relationship between
childcare arrangements and the labor supply of mothers from
ethnic-minority backgrounds support previous findings that
Hispanic mothers were more likely to use relative care (24.3%) (extended family members, neighborhood care) than center-based
ASPs (17.5%) (Arendell, 2000; Radey & Brewster, 2007). On the
other hand, the study findings did not support the hypothesis
that Black mothers and Hispanic mothers were more likely to use
relative care than White mothers. Based on the study outcomes,
White mothers used relative care to a higher degree (26.3%) than
both Hispanic mothers (24.3%) and Black mothers (23.6%). Since
all mothers in the dataset were economically marginalized, it
can be speculated that financial considerations come first when
mothers consider options for childcare settings. This explanation
is supported by Fursman et al. (2003), who suggested that mothers in low-income households rely significantly on other family
members. Furthermore, since economically disadvantaged mothers are more likely to live in marginalized neighborhoods with
limited resources (e.g., transportation, a lack of suitable childcare
settings), they need to rely on relative care (Gilmore-Barnes, 2006).
This situation implies that more economic similarities and fewer cultural differences are observed in childcare choices among
low-income working mothers.
This study found no relation between the use of relative
care and labor supply for Black mothers. The findings did
not support the hypothesis that Black mothers experienced
significantly more benefits from relative care than from other
care types. There is a need for further investigation into the correlation between childcare availability and childcare options
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based on the labor supply of working mothers. In particular,
considering that Black women have been encouraged to work
outside the home since the 1950s, it can be speculated that many
Black female relatives in extended families also have needed to
work outside the home for regular pay (Brewster & Padavic,
2002). This work demand would likely result in limited time for
childcare duties and may lead mothers to rely more on formal
childcare settings in the community (Brewster & Padavic, 2002).
As indicated in this study, the rate of ASPs use by Black mothers was higher than that of both Hispanic and White mothers
(respectively, 18.2%, 17.5%, and 12.3%).
According to Brewster and Padavic’s study (2002), a significant percentage of Black women have moved into the labor force
since the economy underwent reconstruction in the mid 1970s.
This move increased the demand for formal childcare while
simultaneously decreasing the availability of relative care.
Likewise, this research finding suggests that in order to form
a clearer understanding of relative care in economically disadvantaged Black households, it would be necessary to examine
the dynamics of relatives’ roles in childcare (e.g., whether relatives have limited time or less flexibility in caring for children
as the result of their dual roles of caregiver and worker).
Another possible hypothesis drawn from these results is that
even though Black families, historically, have relied on relative
networks for urgent and instrumental support (e.g., childcare,
household tasks, monetary assistance) and emotional support
(advice, discussions), a long period of community poverty and
generations of family poverty have diminished the benefit of
kin support, especially for those living in economically disadvantaged communities (Miller-Cribbs & Farber, 2008). Structural resiliency theorists argue that relative networks, once crucially active among Black families, have decreased due to economic
and social changes. Black families in economically marginalized positions now have fewer ties and less kin support than
White families do (Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2004). Theorists also emphasize that extended families with collegiate educations are
more likely to develop empathy, work paid jobs, and be able to
obtain enough resources to share with other family members.
Economically marginalized families have a lower chance of
family integration due to persistent poverty, which disrupts kin
networks (as cited in Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2004, p. 815). Since our
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samples focused on low-income families, this explanation can
be applied to our study findings of the statistically insignificant
association between relative care and Black working mothers’
labor supply.
Our research found a positive association between relative
care and Hispanic mothers’ labor supply, which supports our
hypothesis that the availability of extended family members to
provide relative care is positively interrelated with the mother’s working hours. Even though both relative care and parental
care are considered extended family care, relative care is a more
helpful resource for Hispanic mothers than parental care (including spousal care).
However, the association between relative care and labor
supply among White mothers needs further investigation. Although White working mothers using relative care had more
extended working hours per week than mothers using parental
care, no relation was demonstrated in terms of working months.
White mothers using self-care childcare showed longer working hours (i.e., working months) than mothers using relative
care. In contrast to Hispanic mothers, this finding implies that
certain time constraints may prevent White families from using
relative care as permanent childcare. Additionally, this result
illustrates that not all relative care provides flexibility for or the
hours of childcare needed by working mothers.
The study’s discovery that low-income mothers—specifically Hispanic mothers and White mothers—were more likely to
use relative care partially reinforces previous studies (Early &
Burchinal, 2001), which found that parents from ethnic-minority backgrounds and low-income households chose relative care
over inflexible formal childcare arrangements (e.g., ASPs). Even
though there is substantial evidence that working mothers from
ethnic-minority backgrounds employ more relative care than
structured center care, few studies have considered how or to
what degree relative care helps these mothers improve labor factors, including labor supply and economic efficiency. Therefore,
this study sheds light on the positive outcomes of relative care
on Hispanic mothers’ time available to work. By extending the
female parent’s or guardian’s working hours, relative care can
contribute to the household’s economic wellbeing. At the same
time, this study’s implications suggest a need for a more careful
examination of the different reasons why Black and Hispanic
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mothers in the workforce select relative care. The association
between relative care and Black and Hispanic mothers’ labor
supply also should be investigated in order to fully comprehend
the relationship between relative care and the labor supply of
mothers from ethnic-minority backgrounds.
Limitations
There are five identified drawbacks in the current study. First,
this study is not experimental research and thus it is impossible to control for all potential covariates (such as school environment, the number of households, child’s age variation, etc.) that
can affect the relationship between independent and dependent
variables. The data is also cross-sectional, collecting information
over the course of three months (from January 3 through April
24, 2005); therefore, the causal relationships between independent and dependent variables cannot be determined. Second, the
annual household income was measured within specific ranges
and did not provide the actual amount of income, so the identification of “low income” is based partly on estimation. Third,
since there were no variables in the dataset that asked about the
quality of care outside of ASPs and about the direct reasons for
choosing childcare arrangements, examining the rationales for
the selection—such as flexibilities and cultural/historical backgrounds—is difficult. Fourth, even though this study attempted
to utilize a recent dataset from the National Household Education Surveys and Programs designed by the U.S. Department of
Education, the file is becoming outdated. Finally, since the data
considered U.S. households only, it would be inadvisable to directly apply the American families’ characteristics—as well as
this study’s results—to other countries.
Despite these limitations, this study is one of the first to
examine ASPs and other types of after-school childcare arrangements using a nationally-representative dataset. It also
examined the differential labor supply of maternal work in the
context of economically disadvantaged households, various
types of childcare, and differing racial/ethnic backgrounds.
These findings could encourage scholars to study relative care
in greater detail, since the study of relative care has been peripheral to much of the research into childcare issues in the
United States.
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Implications
Policy Implications
Many working adults in economically disadvantaged families in the U.S.—particularly families from ethnic-minority backgrounds—rely on extended family to take care of their children
(Arendell, 2000). To support the adult caregivers—who spend as
much time with these children as ASP teachers would—direct
financial assistance would be more effective than providing indirect childcare policy interventions or public childcare subsidies (e.g., income transfers, cash benefits, vouchers for formal
childcare, or tax deductions) to help buy formal childcare services (Saraceno, 2016). In fact, many grandparents caring for children usually have health-related problems that interfere with
their abilities to care for their grandchildren (Ruiz & Zhu, 2004).
Considering that many American families from ethnic-minority backgrounds utilize relative care in order to maintain their
cultural values, providing a direct support system (i.e., financial assistance) to these families would not only help relatives’
health and economics, but also encourage them to build strong
bonds while transferring their cultural values to a younger
generation. Exemplary models for relative care support can be
found in the U.S. state of Georgia, where kinship care services
locate resources within local communities (U.S. Department of
Human Services, 2019), and in the U.K., where family policies
support childcare by grandparents (wherein grandparents who
spend at least 20 hours a week providing childcare for children
under 12 years of age are entitled to claim credits for their basic
state pension) (Statham, 2011).
In addition, our finding that relative care is positively associated with Hispanic and White mothers’ working hours implies that relative care has the potential to increase these mothers’ job participation rates. These caregivers’ efforts and time
should be rewarded as much as they are for childcare providers
in formal center care settings.
Since families from ethnic-minority backgrounds often live
with extended family members or in close physical proximity to
relative caregivers, assistance easily can be provided and needs
can be met immediately (i.e., asking for childcare) in these contexts. Therefore, the labor participation of working families
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could be increased if compensation provided incentives for
relative care (Arpino et al., 2014). Most of all, the finding that
low-income Black families prefer to use formal childcare reveals
an urgent need to increase the number of affordable childcare
settings in economically disadvantaged Black communities in
order to accommodate the childcare needs of working mothers.
Practice Implications
Relative care often cannot provide childcare flexibility in
low-income Black families due to the large percentage of adults
working in these families. Once social workers learn about the
potential inflexibility of relative care in such scenarios, they
must assess current conditions within the households. Social workers then must judge if they have the capacity to design proper intervention plans that will help and not hinder
kinship relationships and recover relative-network strengths
(Miller-Cribbs & Farber, 2008). Social workers can develop delivery systems through public schools and community agencies
to increase the availability of formal childcare for low-income
families who cannot utilize relative care (Jansson, 2015). Additionally, social workers can search for local, public agencies
and/or churches that can provide childcare services, and then
communicate this information to low-income families so they
can easily locate and access those services (Roll, 2010).
Research Implications
While Christensen et al. (2011) and Gilmore-Barnes (2006)
found that mothers in economically disadvantaged rural areas
had increased their usage of relative care because of a lack of
structured childcare settings in their area, our study was unable
to find any significant association between the location of participants’ residences (rural or urban areas) and the frequency of
using relative care or ASPs. Given the information available in
the dataset, it is difficult to explain this inconsistent finding. It
might suggest the importance of further investigation regarding the need for ASPs in economically marginalized areas, both
rural and urban.
Qualitative research using participant interviews is recommended to offset the limitations of this study’s design. Qualitative
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research allows participants to describe their perspectives and
feelings, which would be critical to understanding the mechanisms of how ASPs, relative care, and other types of childcare
impact working mothers. This approach also would help explore
the different outcomes of Black and Hispanic working mothers’
labor supplies and would assist researchers in understanding
why White mothers using relative care showed a positive result
for working hours per week but not for working months.
Additionally, a qualitative or mixed-method research design
would clarify the different effects of relative care on low-income
Hispanic and White mothers. As discovered in this study, Hispanic mothers using relative care were likely to increase both
their short- and long-term working time, while White mothers
using relative care were likely to increase their short-term working time only. The suggested research design would help researchers explore why Hispanic mothers were more likely than
White mothers to experience more positive labor supply outcomes. Along with the suggested methods, utilizing structural
equation modeling analysis to detect the moderating variables of
race and ethnicity would be recommended for another study.
Finally, the research findings could be evidence that the
focus of future research should be on the economic interests
of and social changes in economically disadvantaged families
from different racial/ethnic backgrounds, rather than on the
detailed historical and cultural characteristics of these people.
Such future work might help researchers understand the childcare choices of families from different racial/ethnic groups and
offer more effective solutions to assist economically disadvantaged, working families.
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Political Climate, Discrimination,
and Mental Health: Understanding
Latino Youth Experience
During the 2016 Presidential Election
Jaime Booth

University of Pittsburgh

Christina Huerta

University of Pittsburgh
In the last presidential election, Latino populations were the target of
prejudicial language and discriminatory rhetoric. Experiences of discrimination may impact adolescent mental health, but little is known
about the impact of the election cycle on Latino youth perceptions of
discrimination and related emotional outcomes. The aim of this study
was to understand Latino youths’ experiences, emotional reactions, and
coping responses to discrimination surrounding the 2016 Presidential
election. To do this, this study employed a qualitative approach that engaged 30 Latino youth ages 8 to 16 years old from Latino-serving social
services agencies in the creation of art based on prompts, dialogue based
on that art, and the completion of a demographic survey at the beginning of the study period. Qualitative analysis of the dialogues revealed
that youth experienced direct peer discrimination that they attributed
to anti-immigrant and anti-Latino political rhetoric and their emotional responses included anger, sadness, and powerlessness. Youth utilized
coping responses to discrimination that included direct confrontation to
discrimination and utilizing their imagination to respond to discrimination. The results of this study suggest that youth perceived and were
impacted by discrimination resulting from anti-immigrant rhetoric that
was present during the 2016 presidential election.
Keywords: Latino youth, discrimination, political rhetoric
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One quarter of all youth in the United States are Latino and
will make up nearly one third of all youth in 2060 (Colby &
Ortman, 2015). Despite their growing numbers, Latino youth
frequently experience prejudice and discrimination associated with their ethnic “minority” status (Garcia-Coll et al., 1996),
experiences that are linked to substance use, depression, anxiety, and conduct disorders that can persist over time (Ayón
et al., 2010; Umaña-Taylor & Updegraff, 2007). Experiences of
prejudice, defined as rejection or unfair treatment based on an
individual’s group membership (Branscombe et al., 1999), can
be perceived and understood by youth as young as 6 years old
(Pauker et al., 2010). By adolescence, youth are capable of identifying both implicit and explicit forms of discrimination (Wong
et al., 2003). Prejudice can be experienced in interpersonal interactions but also may come from larger societal forces, such
as political rhetoric. These two sources of prejudice are often
related and mutually reinforcing (Carter, 2007). Therefore, it is
likely that the prejudicial and discriminatory statements made
by influential politicians could result in increased interpersonal
discrimination and could, in turn, impact the level of stress that
Latino youth experience. Despite this logical conclusion, very
few empirical studies have investigated the role of anti-Latino
political rhetoric on Latino youths’ experiences of discrimination and mental health and even fewer have sought to understand their coping responses to these experiences. To address
this gap, this study used qualitative analysis to examine Latino
youths’ perceptions of discrimination during the 2016 presidential election, their emotional responses, and strategies that may
have helped them cope with discrimination-related stress.
Anti-Immigrant Political Rhetoric
Throughout American history, policies designed to restrict
immigration have been accompanied by the criminalization of
immigrants by politicians and the media (Chavez, 2013). Immigration reform policies influence the public perception of immigrant populations and have been focused on Latin American
immigrants since the 1950s (Chavez, 2013). The importance of
politicians’ influence over American citizens’ perceptions of
immigration is highlighted by the fact that most Americans
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are inadequately educated on the topic and gain most of their
information from mass media (Scheve & Slaughter, 2001). The
construction of the terms “illegal” and “alien” have been utilized to associate immigrants with criminality and serve as
a mechanism to create public uneasiness and alarm (Chavez,
2013). Anti-immigrant discourse is rooted in threats posed to
the economic stability and wellbeing of citizens and provokes
fear and anxiety regarding the future of the country and individual welfare (Cervantes et al., 1995). Emotional reactions are a
key component of political judgment and can influence behavior (Marcus et al., 2000). Previous policies aiming to restrict access to services to immigrant populations—like Proposition 187
in California, which utilized an anti-immigrant platform specifically citing Latinos as an issue—resulted in intensified discrimination toward Latinos regardless of documentation status,
background, or generational status (Cervantes et al., 1995). The
heightened hostility toward Latinos was reflected in a variety
of settings and resulted in increased hate speech, crime, and reported victimizations of Latinos by law enforcement, as well as
housing, employment, and business discrimination (Cervantes
et al., 1995).
While rhetoric that demonizes others and places White
Americans in the role of moral superiority is not new to American politics, the rhetoric used in the 2016 presidential election
showed a pointed increase in discriminatory rhetoric against
Latinos, particularly against individuals who have migrated
across the Mexican border. In June of 2015, Donald Trump announced his presidential campaign; during his nationally aired
speech, he stated that Mexico was “sending people” who were
bringing drugs and crime into the country and made a blanket
statement about Mexican immigrants being rapists (C-SPAN,
2015). Throughout the election, Trump’s platform included plans
to build a wall on the southern border between Mexico and the
United States, and he frequently made statements highlighting
the need to deport immigrants for the betterment of Americans.
While this rhetoric consistently aimed at Mexicans and other
nationalities who were crossing the U.S.–Mexico border without documentation, the messages impacted Latinos of various
backgrounds and documentation statuses (Pew Hispanic Center, 2017).
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Fear of Deportation
Trump’s policies regarding the deportation of Latino immigrants should be considered particularly harmful to Latino youth
and their families due to the influence the rhetoric can have on
the self-isolation of Latinos. Political contexts and significant
events may have an impact on adolescents’ development because
they are increasingly becoming aware of their surroundings and
are actively forming their identities (Davis, 2004; Schuman &
Corning, 2011). The 2016 presidential election was an important
event in history, particularly for Latino youth and adolescents, as
the anti-immigrant and anti-Latino political rhetoric included in
Donald Trump’s proposed policies related to potential deportations that could result in familial separation. The fear of deportation of oneself or a family member has been shown to increase
anxiety and stress (Potochnick & Perreira, 2010). Consequently,
the increased stress and anxiety resulting from fear of deportation can influence Latino families to become more isolated and
prevent them from attaining medical and mental health services,
which can lead to an increase in disparities for this population
(Berk & Schur, 2001). Additionally, decreases in daily activities,
such as grocery shopping, have been associated with the fear of
deportation and immigration raids among Latinos (Capps et al.,
2007). Political rhetoric, therefore, not only impacts prejudicial
beliefs about Latinos, but also may serve to isolate them from important resources and social services.
Outcomes of Discrimination
There are many types of racial and ethnic discrimination,
including social exclusion, stigmatization, and threats of harm
(Brondolo et al., 2005). Minority group membership is associated with an increase in exposure to discrimination and social exclusion (Garcia-Coll et al., 1996). Racial and ethnic discrimination is considered a distinct stressor, as it requires an individual
to manage both emotional and practical demands (Brondolo et
al., 2008). Experiences of discrimination impact youths’ developmental outcomes and can result in low self-esteem, depression, emotional disturbances, sleep disturbances, and academic achievement (Levy et al., 2016). Latino youth who reported
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experiencing discrimination were eight times more likely to
experience symptoms of depression than Latino youth who
reported no past experiences of discrimination (Potochnick &
Perreira, 2010). Among Mexican American youth, discrimination was associated with an increase in daily life stress (Zeiders
et al., 2012). Exposure to discrimination can have effects on educational outcomes, with youth who reported more community
discrimination also reporting a low sense of belonging in academic environments (Brown & Chu, 2012).
Reactions to Discrimination
Due to the prevalence of experiences of discrimination
amongst Latino youth and the reported increase in bullying behaviors directed toward Latino youth since the 2016 election, it
is important to identify and acknowledge coping strategies utilized in response to race- and ethnicity-related stressors (Rogers et al., 2017). Experiences of discrimination have been linked
to distinct patterns of emotional responses such as anger, fear,
powerlessness, disappointment, sadness, and anxiety (Broudy
et al., 2007; Carter, 2007). Mellor’s (2004) proposed framework
for understanding coping resulting from racial/ethnic discrimination focuses on the emotional responses resulting from
these experiences and the unique purposes they serve for the
individual. Mellor asserted that there are three general types of
responses. The first approach is defensive (protecting the self)
and can be expressed through accepting the existence of racism and discrimination. Responses using this approach include
avoidance of situations in which one could be exposed to these
stressors, reinterpreting the experience to make coping easier,
utilizing social supports to aid with coping, denial of one’s ethnic or racial identity, and attempting to disprove the perceived
inferiority of their group through high achievement. Per Mellor,
emotions such as denial and acceptance are utilized as protection from distress (2004).
The second approach is controlled (self-control) and is expressed through ignoring the presence of racism or discrimination or using one’s imagination to explore responses, rather than verbally or physically responding. The controlled
approach is considered to be an adaptive response as it protects
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the individual experiencing discrimination. The third approach is confrontational (confronting the racism) and can be
expressed through providing education to the perpetrator in
hopes of changing their behavior, disputing the racism, asserting one’s racial/ethnic identity, utilizing authorities as supports
to address the situation, or seeking revenge on the perpetrator
(Mellor et al., 2009). In this coping response, anger and assertiveness are utilized to mediate and combat discriminatory acts
(Mellor, 2004). Anger and confrontational coping are seen as
serving two purposes for the individual experiencing discrimination. First, it can serve as motivation for the perpetrator to
change their discriminatory behavior (Swim et al., 2003). Additionally, it provides an emotional outlet for the individual’s
anger. While patterns of emotional responses and the functions
these emotions serve have been noted in research, no research
has examined the emotional responses of Latino youth to experiences of discrimination related to the political climate before,
during, and following the 2016 presidential election.
Current Study
Little research has explored the experience of discrimination among Latino youth in relation to anti-Latino political
rhetoric. Additionally, while associations between discrimination and mental health concerns have been fairly consistent, less
research has focused on the emotional responses of the perception of discrimination as it relates to political rhetoric and policies targeting specific ethnic groups. To address this research
gap, this study utilized a qualitative approach to answer the
following research questions:
1) How did youth understand and experience discrimination related to anti-immigrant political rhetoric during
the 2016 presidential election?
2) What were Latino youths’ emotional reactions to the
messages that they perceived?
3) How did Latino youth cope with perceptions of discrimination during the 2016 presidential election?
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Methods
To answer these research questions, we analyzed group discussion data that were collected as part of a larger study designed
to understand Latino youths’ ethnic identity and experience of
acculturation stress. Once IRB approval was obtained, youth
were recruited from two Latino-serving social service organizations in a city in Western Pennsylvania to participate in six
sessions of Visual Voices, a method of data collection that utilizes paintings and discussions to elicit youths’ lived experiences
(Yonas et al., 2013). Data were collected in two separate sets of
sessions; one took place from October to December in 2016 (n =
14) and the other took place in April of 2017 (n = 16). In both sets
of sessions, participants were divided into two groups of 5 to 8
youth based on age and developmental stage, with a younger
group derived of ages 7 to 11 (n = 14) and the older group of ages
12 to 16 (n = 16). There were no significant differences among
groups regarding age, socioeconomic status, or length of time
living in the United States.
In all sessions, youth were allotted 45 minutes to paint and
then participated in a 45 minute discussion about their paintings. Prompts were developed in collaboration with our community partners, in consultation with the designers of the Visual Voices data collection method, and were based on a review
of the literature of ethnic identity formation. Prompts were designed to be broad in order to encourage youth-directed subject matter. Eight bilingual facilitators were trained to allow the
discussion to flow and to probe for data on identity, stressors,
perceived discrimination, and mental health.
The first session of Visual Voices (1) consisted of facilitators
introducing youth to the program. Youth were asked to paint
in response to the first prompt: (2) “What are your hopes and
dreams for the future?” In the subsequent sessions, the youth
painted in response to the following prompts: (3) “What makes
you who you are?”; (4) “What does it mean to be Latino?”; (5)
“What are some of the challenges that you face?”; and (6) “What
changes would you like to see in the world?” During the discussion, youth were asked to explain their artwork and the
rest of the youth in the group were encouraged to engage in
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discussion around the paintings. The facilitators asked probing
questions and followed up for clarification. While the prompts
in this study were designed to engage youth in a reflection on
their ethnic identity, discussion of politics and political issues
surfaced frequently, despite being unsolicited by facilitators.
During the first session, youth were asked to vote and discuss
language preference for the discussions. The younger group
in the first round of data collection decided that the sessions
would be conducted primarily in Spanish. All other groups
chose to conduct discussions primarily in English, but all facilitators were bilingual, allowing youth the flexibility to use both
languages in all groups.
Analysis Strategy
Youth dialogues were tape recorded and transcribed, and
all transcriptions were uploaded to NVivo for qualitative data
management. Three research team members, including one bilingual team member, transcribed the discussions. Thematic
analysis (Boyatzis, 1998) was conducted to explore the conceptualization of discrimination and the resulting emotions and
coping strategies related to experiences of discrimination. Two
research team members discussed codes and analyzed the data
independently. Team members met at the conclusion of coding
and discussed and resolved any conflicting codes.

Results
Participants
The mean age of participants in this study was 11.43 years
old. The majority of youth identified as male (68.97%) and 31.03%
of participants reported being female. A little over one quarter
(28.57%) of the participants reported that they were immigrants
and had lived in the United States for under 5 years, and 57.14%
stated that they had lived in the U.S. their whole lives. One third
of participants reported that their mothers had been born in
Mexico, 26.67% of participants reported that their mothers were
born in Guatemala, 10% reported that their mothers were born
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in Puerto Rico, and the remaining reported that their mothers
were born in Ecuador, Columbia, Brazil, or the contiguous United States. It should be noted that pseudonyms were used in the
following sections to protect the youths’ identities.
Experiences of Discrimination
Youth were not prompted to discuss experiences of discrimination. However, youth frequently described these experiences during sessions. This discussion topic surfaced more often
in groups held before and just following the election, although
they were present in both sessions, and they were discussed
in both the older and younger groups. Youth specifically related many of these experiences to the presidential election and
ongoing political rhetoric about Latino Americans and immigrants. Youth seemed to be particularly concerned with the
division between Latinos and other Americans, both physical
(through discussions of building walls and deporting individuals) and through the anti-immigrant and anti-Latino political ideology spread during the election. This is seen in Figure
1 when a 13-year-old male (from the group held prior to the
election results, born in the United States, both parents born
in Mexico) discussed his feelings about the lack of perceived
equality among Latinos and other “Americans.” In response to
the prompt, “What does it mean to be Latino?”, he stated,
Victor: So, I wrote, “We are better, stronger, and smarter together”…I wrote that we should be treated equally, and that
Americans and Latinos should be together.
Facilitator: So, do you think that’s happening, though?
Victor: Kind of not.
Facilitator: How not?
Victor: Trump…I guess he’s kicking out illegal immigrants
and building a wall. It’s basically separating us, in a way…
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Figure 1. Participant’s painting response to the question, “What
does it mean to be Latino?”

Youth frequently expressed concerns regarding the potential backlash of anti-immigrant sentiment related to the immigration platform presented by Donald Trump during the
election. In response to the prompt, “What does it mean to be
Latino?”, a 14-year-old female (from the group that occurred
during the election, born in the contiguous United States, both
parents born in Ecuador) stated that she feared that American
citizens would be persuaded by Trump to separate themselves
from Latinos:
I think the fact that President Trump has said all about sending
immigrants back…since he’s a really influential person in the
U.S., more people will be influenced by his way of thinking,
and more people will think like that, and kind of, like, separate
themselves. I feel that the fact that Trump was elected really
made a change in people. Like, in school they felt the need to
say that it was an open place, that everyone was accepted, right
after he was elected. So, I think that the fact that they felt the
need to say that really says a lot…I was a bit worried because
they really shouldn’t really feel the need to say it with something that wouldn’t be said but it would be known.

Youth in the younger group seemed to be well informed
of the political climate related to immigrant and Latino issues.
Youth often described complex issues related to discrimination
in developmentally appropriate ways. Such understanding is
seen in the following excerpt, when a 9-year-old male from the

124

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

session after the election (born in the contiguous United States,
both parents born in Colombia) described Donald Trump’s
feelings about undocumented immigrants in response to the
prompt, “What are your hopes and dreams?”
Miguel: I think Donald Trump is going to sue us…‘Cause you
know his problem with us. Let’s just say he doesn’t like us.
Facilitator: What doesn’t he like about us?
Miguel: He doesn’t like us living without documentation to
go to the United States. And people just need a better life,
and they think the United States is gonna be a good place to
live, but they don’t have enough money to travel, so they just
sneak in.

Younger youth also frequently expressed knowledge and fear
regarding Donald Trump’s statements about Latinos and building a wall. In response to the prompt, “What makes you who
you are?”, multiple youth from the younger group session that
occurred during the election began discussing qualities that
they admired in other people. From this discussion, these youth
transitioned to the following a conversation about the election:
Facilitator: What do you admire in other people?
Ivan: Donald Trump is rich, but he does bad things.
Samuel: He’s a very ugly and very stupid person.
Ivan: He does wrong with the Latinos. He bullies;
I heard that.
Facilitator: He bullies Latinos?
Samuel and Ivan: Yeah.
Felipe: He does.
Facilitator: So, you don’t like him because he’s
disrespectful of Latinos?
Samuel, Ivan, and Felipe: Yep, yes, yep.
Ivan: And he’s also racist!
Lucas: He is racist!!
Felipe: We have to deal with Donald Trump for eight
years…if he wins again.
Ivan: Donald Trump is going to get us killed.

Youth frequently discussed their feelings regarding discrimination that they felt was either prompted by political
rhetoric or directly stated by Donald Trump. In the following
excerpt from the same session as above, youth continued to
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discuss their discontent with the statements made by Donald
Trump regarding Latinos. Then youth related Trump’s rhetoric
to a situation in which a youth they knew from school was told
they were going to have to “go back to Mexico.” Most youth stated that they had experienced discrimination through hearing
individuals speaking negatively about Latinos, while one youth
stated that they had only heard discriminatory speech from
Donald Trump. This indicates that, for some youth, their first
experience of perceived ethnic/racial discrimination occurred
during this election. The youth from the younger group in the
session that occurred during the election shared in response to
the prompt, “What makes you who you are?”,
Facilitator: Is that the main reason you don’t like him
(Trump), because of the stuff he says about Latinos?
Samuel, Ivan, Felipe, and Lucas: Yeah.
Facilitator: Do other people say stuff like that or just him?
Samuel: Just him.
Ivan, Felipe, and Lucas: Other people.
Lucas: Didn’t you hear? A Latino was greeted, umm…at a
first class of school by, “Are you ready to go back to Mexico?”
Samuel: That’s just rude…mean.
Facilitator: You said that you never heard anybody except
for Donald Trump talk like that?
Samuel: Just Donald Trump.
Facilitator #2: So, Donald Trump was the first time you guys
have heard someone say something bad about Latinos?
Lola: Yes.
Facilitator: And what do you guys think?
Lola: That it’s not good…that he doesn’t like people who
aren’t American.

While youth frequently discussed pride related to their ethnic and racial identities throughout the prompts, youth also discussed difficulties related to perceived discrimination. In the
following excerpt, youth from the younger group discussed difficulties related to deportation and familial separation. Youth
in the younger group that occurred after the election began the
discussion by stating their feelings related to being Latino in
response to the prompt, “What does it mean to be Latino?”
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Mia: It’s fun.
Gabriela: It’s easy to be Latino. It makes me a star.
Natalia: It means a lot to my parents. I love it.
Luna: We get to be special and get to show people how to
talk Spanish.
Facilitator: Do you think being Latino is fun? Do you think
it’s easy?
Luna: No. I mean I think it’s hard because Trump is president.
Facilitator: Do you think it was easier before Trump
was elected?
All Participants: YES!!
Facilitator: So, what is he doing that makes it hard?
Gabriela: He’s making the wall even stronger, and he’s
sending the immigrants back. And if you were someone who
was born here like me and my brothers…My mom and dad
weren’t born here, so they would take them over there and
leave us alone here, or we would have to go over there.

Emotional Reactions to Discrimination
Youth not only described experiences of discrimination but
also discussed emotional reactions related to these experiences.
Youth expressed feelings of fear, anger, and powerlessness related to perceived discrimination. In the response to the prompt,
“What does it mean to be Latino?”, a 14-year-old female (born
in the contiguous United States, both parents born in Ecuador)
described her feelings related to the perception that she spoke
only Spanish based on her appearance alone: “I kind of feel annoyed, but then I understand them, because there are people
that don’t speak fluent English.”
Younger youth discussed expressions of anger related to
Donald Trump winning the presidential election. In response to
the prompt, “What makes you who you are?”, a younger youth
from the session that occurred during the election discussed
defacing a photo of Donald Trump. Samuel stated, “I had a Time
magazine of Donald Trump winning the election, and I scribbled…and I scribbled it, and then I ripped it. I literally ripped
it in a million pieces.” This behavior can be seen as a coping
strategy for dealing with feelings of powerlessness.
Youth also expressed feelings of fear related to deportation
prior to the outcome of the election. In the following excerpt,
youth discussed Trump’s potential win. The group collectively
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believed the outcome of Trump’s presidential win would mean
that all Latinos would be deported. While one youth stated that
they would voluntarily move to Mexico if Trump were elected,
another stated that they would attempt to stay in the United
States if they were threatened with deportation. This was illustrated when, in response to the prompt, “What makes you
who you are?”, a younger youth from the session that occurred
during the election stated,
Alma: I’m scared.
Facilitator: You’re scared? Why?
Alma: …We’re gonna have to leave if Donald Trump wins.
Violeta: I’m going to Mexico; I don’t even care if I have a passport.
Alma: I’m gonna try and sneak and see if I can stay in America.

Many youth discussed a range of emotions related to potential familial separation. This is seen in the following excerpt, when the younger youth in the second session discuss
fear, stress, anger, powerlessness, and hesitation to even leave
the house due to the perceived threat of separation. One youth
discussed that she felt a sense of powerlessness related to Donald Trump’s perception of Latinos. She stated that she felt his
perception was inaccurate, but also noted that he represented
America and she had no control over how she is perceived. This
is illustrated in the following excerpt, when younger youth in
the session after the election were discussing their feelings surrounding deportation in response to, “What are some changes
you want to see in the world?” (See Figure 2)
Mauro (referencing his painting): I said no more Trump.
Linda: He’s sending Latin families away for no reason,
just because he doesn’t like Latin families.
Facilitator: How does that make you guys feel?
Sandy: I get scared. Very scary actually!
Mauro: Angry.
Linda: Stressed
Joseph: More caution to go outside.
Facilitator: Do you worry about it a lot or a little?
Sandy: A lot.
Linda: It causes me a lot of stress and anxiety, not knowing
what he’s going to do next.
Joseph: We should send him back to his own country.

128

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
Pauline: I don’t like that he represents America. He represents
all of us…like what he says is how we all feel, but that is not
the case in a large part of the country. Just the fact that that is
how the world sees us, and how we’re labeled like we support
the bad stuff that’s going on, and we don’t really have a say
over it.

Figure 2. Participant’s painting response to the question,
“What are some changes you want to see in the world?”

Youth in both age groups frequently discussed feelings of
powerlessness and a lack of control regarding politics due to
their age and inability to vote. A 12-year-old female youth (born
in the contiguous United States, both parents born in Brazil)
discussed feelings of powerlessness the day after the election in
response to the prompt, “What does it mean to be Latino?” She
discussed the amount of power over her future that the President might have:
My dad said at school the next day everybody came in so
sad…Our teacher really makes us think about it since he’s
[Trump’s] going to be our President for four years. At least
for me, he’s going to be the president for most of my teenage
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years, and he might even get reelected. So, he is going to be
like a big thing in our future and might decide some things in
our future and we might not have that much control.

Coping With Discrimination
Many youth expressed that they felt strongly that if they had
the ability to vote, the outcome of the election would have been
different. Youth frequently discussed a desire to participate in
the voting process, both at their current age and in the future.
These expressions indicate that youth feel that voting and political participation are effective manners of creating change. This
feeling was demonstrated when youth in the younger, predominately Spanish-speaking session that occurred during and after
the election responded to the prompt, “What makes you who
you are?”, with a discussion involving characteristics of people they admire. The youth guided the conversation to include
qualities that they do not value in individuals, and they began
talking about Donald Trump. The following excerpt from the
conversation illustrates how the outcome of the election might
influence a desire for youth to participate in civic engagement:
Ivan: I wish kids could vote because 75% of kids
would not vote for Donald Trump.
Facilitator: You wish kids could vote?
Ivan, Felipe, and Lucas: Yes.
Facilitator: Why do you want to vote?
Ivan: Because Hillary Clinton would win.

In addition to voting and political participation, youth discussed other ways to express their feelings related to powerlessness. In the following excerpt from the younger group session after the election, in response to the prompt, “What does
it mean to be Latino?”, two youth discuss fighting back against
perceived discrimination. One participant stated that she felt
helpless and could not fight against people who discriminated against her. Another participant recommended she utilize a
controlled response by relying on religious teachings to justify
not defending oneself against discrimination:
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Abril: You hate that people really love Trump and they make
fun of you. You want to fight back, but you can’t.
Facilitator: Why do you think you can’t?
Sofia: First of all, if you love God…God says even though
they are mean to you, you don’t have to fight back.

Confrontational means of coping were utilized frequently
among youth to combat discrimination. Youth discussed directly
confronting discrimination without involving adults or authority
figures. In one example among the group that occurred before
the election, in response to the prompt, “What makes you who
you are?”, one of the younger youth described standing up for
another student who was told to “go back to Mexico.” The youth
calmly confronted the individual and explained the inaccuracies
in his statement: “He said (name) has to go back to Mexico. I told
him, no, because I’m a US citizen and he is as well, so…”
While youth expressed feelings of powerlessness related to
the inability to vote, they discussed ways in which they felt empowered to share their feelings about the political climate. They
hoped that doing so could make effective change. During the
session that occurred after the election and in response to the
prompt, “What change do you want to see in the world?”, one
youth in the younger group stated that the use of social media
was a way to express her feelings about the President:
Alice: My mom shows me these videos on Facebook…these
kids say strong words on Facebook and make a video and
upload it up there, like strong words about Trump and all
that stuff.
Facilitator: You do YouTube. Would you want to do something like that? Make a video of what you think about Trump?
Alice: I would! And say, please stop doing this stuff; I had it
enough of you doing this. If I was, like, on real camera and
the whole place and the whole place and the whole United
States, the whole world was watching me say this, I would
say this to Trump’s face…

Some youth seemed to internalize discrimination as a way
of coping with exposure to ethnic discrimination. This manner
of coping is sometimes used as a way of managing feelings of
social exclusion by assigning fault related to political rhetoric
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to a certain population of that group: in this case, drug-dealing
Mexicans. This was illustrated when one of the younger youth
in the session that occurred after the election stated, in response
to the prompt, “What change do you want to see in the world?”,
There are some Mexicans that make Trump do this. It’s the
Mexicans’ fault. But some of them some aren’t innocent because they were hiding drugs…and Trump had enough of
this. So, some of those Mexicans made the country worse.

Discussion
The current political climate has included widespread
anti-immigrant and discriminatory rhetoric regarding the Latino population in the United States. Donald Trump’s presidential campaign frequently focused on anti-immigrant sentiment
targeting Latinos. Although this study was not designed to
measure the impact of the political rhetoric used in the presidential election on Latino youth, the timing of data collection
allowed us to understand the relationship between the political
climate and Latino youths’ perceptions of discrimination and
coping. The pertinence of the issue in the lives of the youth at
the time of data collection was reflected in the discussion of
discrimination and political rhetoric that was initiated by the
youth unprompted. In both sessions, youth not only painted
and discussed political topics, but they also appeared to have
a firm knowledge and awareness of anti-Latino and anti-immigrant political rhetoric that occurred during the election. This
knowledge was consistent in both the younger groups and the
older groups. Youth were particularly concerned with deportation and the potential that they might be separated from their
families, and they related the need to isolate from the outside
world to this fear—an isolation which could further harm the
Latino community. While youth reported experiences of discrimination in the painting sessions, less discrimination was
reported by the group of youth who completed the study 6
months after the presidential election. This decline in reported
experiences of discrimination may be because the rhetoric was
more pronounced in the months leading up to the election. This
decline also might reflect a normalizing of policy environments
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and the youths’ abilities to cope with the persistent anti-Latino
sentiment in the political arena.
Youth openly expressed feelings of fear and anger through
artwork and discussion with their peers. Younger youth often
identified discrimination as a form of bullying; they discussed
handling discrimination by fighting back in ways similar to
those one would use to defend against a bully, which is developmentally appropriate for this age group and in line with
Mellor’s confrontational response (2004). Youth also utilized the
self-control approach to discrimination by using their imaginations to respond to discrimination or to express their anger in
response to the political climate, which is beyond their control
(Mellor, 2004).
Youth discussed two main types of experiences of discrimination—discriminatory statements made by Donald Trump and
direct peer discrimination. Youth frequently reported using
direct confrontation as a response to peer discrimination, and
typically attempted to provide education to other youth regarding documentation statuses rather than becoming aggressive or
treating their peers disrespectfully. The use of direct confrontation as a response to discrimination indicates that youth are
displaying elements of psychological empowerment, as youth
believe they are knowledgeable with regard to the political climate and feel a sense of obligation to defend themselves and
other youth from discriminatory speech (Zimmerman, 1995).
Responses to indirect discrimination tended to vary. Patterns
in the younger group included using their imagination to respond to statements and contemplating using social media as a
platform to share their views. Youth also indicated a desire to become politically active when they reach voting age. Many youth
reported feeling frustrated because they were not able to vote.
While both controlled and confrontational approaches to
discrimination were utilized among the group, almost no instances of the defensive approach were noted among participants. One youth did specify that she felt such a fear of deportation due to the discriminatory political rhetoric that she felt
that she needed to be cautious about leaving her home. Reasons
for the lack of defensive responses could be because the defensive strategies utilize a more internal process that might not
come up in discussions, particularly with other peers present.
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Additionally, youth may be hesitant to disclose defensive responses to peers and facilitators as they are protective in nature.

Limitations
Despite the fact that this study contributes to the understanding of Latino youths’ responses to discrimination resulting from anti-immigrant and anti-Latino political rhetoric surrounding the 2016 presidential election, the results need to be
interpreted in light of the limitations of the study. Although
the timing of data collection allowed us to gain insight into the
Latino youths’ responses to the 2016 presidential election, this
study was not designed to assess these responses. For this reason, the timing of the two assessments are not evenly spaced
around the election and contain two different groups of youth.
The use of separate groups of youth to understand varying attitudes at distinct points of time potentially neglects the unique
characteristics that may account for any differences observed
over time. While the two groups do not appear to be dissimilar on key demographic characteristics, it is always a possibility that unique characteristics may account for differences observed when comparing two samples that were not randomly
assigned. Lastly, group facilitators did not specifically prompt
youth regarding political topics during discussions. Therefore,
all discussions regarding the election and current political rhetoric were directed by the youth; the study could have produced
richer content had discussion of the political climate been emphasized by the prompts.

Conclusion and Implications for Practice
This study provided timely insight into the manner in
which Latino youth perceive discriminatory political rhetoric
and how it may impact their mental health. The results suggest
that youth are keenly aware of messages conveyed in the political arena, display strong emotional reactions, and are able to
relate the larger macro discussion to interpersonal experiences of discrimination. Preventative interventions are needed to
help Latino youth cope when discrimination is persistent. Although thoroughly testing these dynamics is beyond the scope
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of this study, more research is needed to understand the role of
political and cultural rhetoric on Latino youth experiences of
discrimination, mental health, and their ability to maintain the
resources they need to cope.
The results of this study suggest that discriminatory political rhetoric can affect peer interactions of Latino youth, particularly in educational settings. Latino youth can benefit from the
support and acknowledgment of perceived discrimination and
the effects that it can have on youth, as well as the resulting behavioral effects of feeling targeted by others. Exploration of culturally relevant programs that can buffer some of the effects of
discriminatory language might be helpful for this population.

References
Ayón, C., Marsiglia, F. F., & Bermudez‐Parsai, M. (2010). Latino family
mental health: Exploring the role of discrimination and familismo. Journal of Community Psychology, 38(6), 742–756.
Berk, M. L., & Schur, C. L. (2001). The effect of fear on access to care
among undocumented Latino immigrants. Journal of Immigrant
Health, 3(3), 151–156.
Boyatzis, R. E. (1998). Transforming qualitative information: Thematic analysis and code development. Sage.
Branscombe, N. R., Schmitt, M. T., & Harvey, R. D. (1999). Perceiving
pervasive discrimination among African Americans: Implications for group identification and well-being. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 77(1), 135–149.
Brondolo, E., Libby, D. J., Denton, E. G., Thompson, S., Beatty, D. L.,
Schwartz, J., Sweeney, M., Tobin, J. N., Cassells, A., Pickering, T.
G., & Gerin, W. (2008). Racism and ambulatory blood pressure in
a community sample. Psychosomatic Medicine, 70(1), 49–56.
Brondolo, E., Thompson, S., Brady, N., Appel, R., Cassells, A., Tobin, J.
N., & Sweeney, M. (2005). The relationship of racism to appraisals
and coping in a community sample. Ethnicity and Disease, 15(4),
14–19.
Broudy, R., Brondolo, E., Coakley, V., Brady, N., Cassells, A., Tobin,
J. N., & Sweeney, M. (2007). Perceived ethnic discrimination in
relation to daily moods and negative social interactions. Journal of
Behavioral Medicine, 30(1), 31–43.

Chapter Title
Political
Climate, Discrimination, and Mental Health

135

Brown, C. S., & Chu, H. (2012). Discrimination, ethnic identity, and
academic outcomes of Mexican immigrant children: The importance of school context. Child Development, 83(5), 1477–1485.
Capps, R., Castaneda, R. M., Chaudry, A., & Santos, R. (2007). Paying the price: The impact of immigration raids on America’s children.
Urban Institute. https://www.urban.org/research/publication/
paying-price-impact-immigration-raids-americas-children
Carter, R. T. (2007). Racism and psychological and emotional injury:
Recognizing and assessing race-based traumatic stress. The Counseling Psychologist, 35(1), 13–105.
Cervantes, N., Khokha, S., & Murray, B. (1995). Hate unleashed: Los
Angeles in the aftermath of Proposition 187. Chicano-Latino L.
Rev., 17, 1–23.
Chavez, L. (2013). The Latino threat: Constructing immigrants, citizens,
and the nation. Stanford University Press.
Colby, S. L., & Ortman, J. M. (2015). Projections of the size and composition
of the US population: 2014 to 2060: Population estimates and projections: Current population reports (Report No. P25-1143). U.S. Census Bureau. https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/
publications/2015/demo/p25-1143.pdf
C-SPAN. (2015). Donald Trump Presidential Campaign Announcement
Full Speech (C-SPAN) [Video]. Youtube. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=apjNfkysjbM
Davis, A. (2004). Co-authoring identity: Digital storytelling in an urban middle school. THEN: Technology, Humanities, Education, &
Narrative, 1(1), 1–12.
Garcia-Coll, C. G., Crnic, K., Lamberty, G., Wasik, B. H., Jenkins, R.,
Garcia, H. V., & McAdoo, H. P. (1996). An integrative model for the
study of developmental competencies in minority children. Child
Development, 67(5), 1891–1914.
Levy, D. J., Heissel, J. A., Richeson, J. A., & Adam, E. K. (2016). Psychological and biological responses to race-based social stress as
pathways to disparities in educational outcomes. American Psychologist, 71(6), 455–473.
Marcus, G. E., Neuman, W. R., & MacKuen, M. (2000). Affective intelligence and political judgment. University of Chicago Press.
Mellor, D. (2004). Responses to racism: A taxonomy of coping styles
used by Aboriginal Australians. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 74(1), 56–71.
Mellor, D., Merino, M. E., Saiz, J. L., & Quilaqueo, D. (2009). Emotional
reactions, coping and long‐term consequences of perceived discrimination among the Mapuche people of Chile. Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology, 19(6), 473–491.

136

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Pauker, K., Ambady, N., & Apfelbaum, E. P. (2010). Race salience and
essentialist thinking in racial stereotype development. Child Development, 81(6), 1799–1813.
Pew Hispanic Center. (2017). Latinos and the New Trump Administration. https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2017/02/23/
latinos-and-the-new-trump-administration/
Potochnick, S. R., & Perreira, K. M. (2010). Depression and anxiety
among first-generation immigrant Latino youth: Key correlates
and implications for future research. The Journal of Nervous and
Mental Disease, 198(7), 470–477.
Rogers, J., Franke, M., Yun, J. E., Ishimoto, M., Diera, C., Geller, R. C.,
Berryman, A., & Brenes, T. (2017). Teaching and learning in the age of
Trump: Increasing stress and hostility in America’s high schools. UCLA
Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access.
Scheve, K. F., & Slaughter, M. J. (2001). Labor market competition and
individual preferences over immigration policy. Review of Economics and Statistics, 83(1), 133–145.
Schuman, H., & Corning, A. (2011). Generational memory and the critical period: Evidence for national and world events. Public Opinion
Quarterly, 76(1), 1–31.
Swim, J. K., Hyers, L. L., Cohen, L. L., Fitzgerald, D. C., & Bylsma, W.
H. (2003). African American college students’ experiences with
everyday racism: Characteristics of and responses to these incidents. Journal of Black Psychology, 29(1), 38–67.
Umaña-Taylor, A. J., & Updegraff, K. A. (2007). Latino adolescents’
mental health: Exploring the interrelations among discrimination, ethnic identity, cultural orientation, self-esteem, and depressive symptoms. Journal of Adolescence, 30(4), 549–567.
Wong, C. A., Eccles, J. S., & Sameroff, A. (2003). The influence of ethnic discrimination and ethnic identification on African American
adolescents’ school and socioemotional adjustment. Journal of Personality, 71(6), 1197–1232.
Yonas, M. A., Burke, J. G., & Miller, E. (2013). Visual voices: A participatory method for engaging adolescents in research and knowledge transfer. Clinical and Translational Science, 6(1), 72–77.
Zeiders, K. H., Doane, L. D., & Roosa, M. W. (2012). Perceived discrimination and diurnal cortisol: examining relations among Mexican
American adolescents. Hormones and Behavior, 61(4), 541–548.
Zimmerman, M. A. (1995). Psychological empowerment: Issues and illustrations. American Journal of Community Psychology, 23(5), 581–599.

Using a Contextual Effects Measurement
Approach to Understand the Influence of
Community on Individual Behavior
Bridget E. Weller

Western Michigan University

Sinaida Cherubin
University of Oxford

Shelby D. Leverett

The University of Texas at Dallas

Alexandria Taylor
Freelance Writer

A social organization perspective identifies processes operating in the
community that may influence an individual’s behavior. To understand
such processes, researchers can apply a contextual effects measurement
approach, which is used to assess the influence of group-level effects
on lower level outcomes. However, few community studies employ this
approach. The purpose of this article is to present and evaluate the
merits of the contextual effects measurement approach.
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Research suggests that adolescents are at risk for severe behavior problems (Eaton et al., 2012; Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2011; Robers et al., 2012), which is of concern because
engaging in problematic behaviors may result in adverse consequences. For example, adolescents who report behavior problems also report academic difficulties that place them at risk for
dropping out of school (e.g., Viljoen et al., 2005). Community interventions are particularly important for adolescents because
approximately 40% of their day includes unstructured time
(Bartko, 2003), and unstructured time is associated with high
risk behavior problems for adolescents (Eccles, 2003). Community interventions potentially can address this concern (Coulton, 2005).
In order to provide successful community interventions
that deter behavior problems among adolescents, practitioners
require a comprehensive understanding of the processes that
operate in the community. One useful perspective that identifies community processes is social organization. In general,
social organization refers to the “collection of values, norms, processes, and behavior patterns in a community that organize,
facilitate, and constrain the interactions among community
members” (Mancini et al., 2005, p. 319). This perspective identifies mechanisms operating in the community that influence
individual-level outcomes, such as behavior problems. These
mechanisms then can be leveraged through community interventions to help deter behavior problems.
In the study of adolescent behavior, previous community
research focused less on mechanisms and more on community
structural characteristics (Kroneman et al., 2004). Most of these
studies focused on traditional community structural characteristics such as socioeconomic status, residential mobility, and
ethnic heterogeneity (e.g., Beyers et al., 2003; Bruce, 2004; Chung
& Steinberg, 2006; Cleveland, 2003; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn,
2000; Stewart et al., 2002; Wight et al., 2006). Other studies examined criminogenic factors such as high community homicide
rates and exposure to crime (Buckner et al., 2004; Ozer, 2005;
Sampson & Laub, 1994; Sams & Truscott, 2004). These studies
indicate that no single element stands alone when examining
factors that influence individual behavior; rather, multiple complex mechanisms intertwine in the community to influence an
individual’s behavior.
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Due to these complexities, some scholars have aimed to
identify social processes (or mechanisms) that may operate in
the community (e.g., Stewart et al., 2002). Community studies
examining these social processes allow researchers to expand
beyond the influence of structural characteristics to more fully capture the complexities of the person–environment interactions that shape an individual’s behavior. Nonetheless, community studies that aim to understand how social processes
influence an individual’s behavior are inconclusive, thus highlighting a need for advancements in research, which include using a different approach to measure these mechanisms.
One promising solution to this dilemma is to use the contextual effects measurement (CEM) approach. Blalock (1984) first
posited this approach, and later Mancini and colleagues reintroduced the idea (2005). The purpose of this article is to present
and evaluate the merits of this measurement approach in understanding individual behavior in the context of the community.
Using behavioral problems among adolescents as an example,
the authors demonstrate how CEM has been used to examine individual- and group-level effects on individual-level outcomes.
This article also shows how findings from studies that used a
CEM approach can inform community-level interventions.

Understanding the Influence of Community
Characteristics on Individuals
Historically, researchers have used two main methods to
identify the mechanisms through which community characteristics influence individual behavior. The first method is a compositional approach, which focuses on examining how community composition explains individual-level behavior (Diez Roux,
2002). This method often uses census data to identify and summarize the intergroup differences and then draws inferences
about variability in each individual’s observed behaviors. As
shown in Figure 1, community composition is measured at the
community-level and is expected to influence individual-level
outcomes. The most common ways community composition
has been measured is by using rates of poverty or joblessness
(Mancini et al., 2005); however, researchers also have used the
percentage of a specific group of people within a community
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or the ratio of one group to another (e.g., Clear et al., 2003). Although these studies tend to identify important predictive factors, studies that use this method tend to be susceptible to bias
from over-adjustments, thus yielding overly conservative estimates of the effects of the community context. Therefore, any
conclusion about the specific processes operating in the community is often conjectural or may lack explanatory power.

Figure 1. Example of Compositional Approach

The second method commonly used in community studies
of individual behavior is the contextual approach. As shown in
Figure 2, this method uses a micro-level approach wherein individual-level data assess how each individual perceives the community. Although an individual’s perception of the community in which they live undoubtedly influences one’s behavior,
contextual studies do not allow researchers to understand how
broader community-level processes influence individual behavior independently of an individual’s personal views (Mancini et
al., 2005). Thus, the limitation of this approach is that it generally lacks objectivity in assessing the mechanisms that occur in
the community.
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Figure 2. Example of Contextual Approach

These two approaches—compositional and contextual—are
complementary and can be used in tandem to maximize results. Although both methods provide insight into community predictors of behavior problems, they do not directly assess
group-level processes external to the individual (Blalock, 1984),
such as community capacity or collective efficacy (Lynam et al.,
2000; McNulty & Bellair, 2003). Such an approach thus would be
useful in deciphering the processes that occur in the community that influence individual behavior.

The Contextual Effect Approach
To remedy the shortcomings of the two common approaches used by community research scholars, we advocate using a
contextual effects measurement (CEM) approach. As shown in
Figure 3, this approach examines community-level effects (as
measured at the individual level and then aggregated to the
community level) on microlevel outcomes (Blalock, 1984; Diez
Roux, 2002). This approach also includes controls for appropriate microlevel variables. It directly assesses macrolevel processes (or mechanisms) at the community level and allows for the
creation of complex conceptual frameworks.
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Figure 3. Example of Contextual Effects Measurement Model

The CEM approach lends itself to the examination of several types of hypotheses (Blalock, 1984). For example, researchers
can use this approach to hypothesize that both group-level and
individual-level community characteristics directly affect individual behavior. Further, this approach allows one to hypothesize about the influence of both the quality and quantity of
community characteristics on behavior.
According to Bowen and colleagues (1995), three main features set the CEM approach apart from the other approaches.
First, individual outcomes are the dependent variables. Second,
both individual-level and community-level factors are independent variables; the latter generally are aggregated from information independent of individual perception reports (and are
sometimes aggregated to the census tract). Third, the effects of
the community-level variables are “independent of the micro effects, even though they will ordinarily be correlated with them”
(Blalock, 1984, p. 356). This last characteristic is the defining feature of all contextual effects models (Blalock, 1984). It emphasizes the relative objectivity of the CEM approach; thus, research
can draw conclusions about the effects of the community on the
behavior of the individual.
The CEM approach enables scholars to conceptualize multilevel and cross-level propositions to explain individual-level
behavior (Weller, 2009). It also decreases the chances of omitted
variable bias and relies on hierarchical linear models (HLM)
(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Thus, the value of CEM is that it
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allows researchers to demonstrate how variation in individual-level outcomes results directly from the influence of both
group-level and individual-level community characteristics.
The basic CEM model described above also can be expanded to
include compositional measures and examine cross-level interactions (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. Expanded Contextual Effects Measurement Model

Empirical Support for a
Social Organization Perspective
To illustrate the application of the CEM model, the authors
identified three articles that used this approach to investigate
possible community factors that may influence individual behavior. These articles examined the effects of community-level
peer behavior and community member’s behavior while controlling for parenting practices.
Peer Network Structure
Haynie and colleagues (2006) conducted a study that used
a CEM approach to assess the relationship between exposure
to adverse peer behavior and adolescent violence. The authors
developed a peer network structure for each individual in their
sample. They hypothesized that peer behavior would mediate
the influence of community structural characteristics on behavioral problems among adolescents. The authors used census
data from 2,449 census tracts and the Add Health dataset. The
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Add Health dataset collected information on students between
seventh and twelfth grade from 80 high schools and 52 middle
schools in the U.S. Data also were collected from the students’
peers and parents. The authors used census data to capture
community structural characteristics, including community
socioeconomic status, ethnic heterogeneity, and immigration
concentration (Beyers et al., 2003; De Coster et al., 2006).
Unlike other social organization studies, Haynie and colleagues (2006) developed a peer contextual effects variable.
The authors first developed a peer network for each adolescent
based on whom the students identified as their friends. Second,
the authors aggregated the number of fights in the last year to
the peer network structure, creating a group-level mean score
of peer behavior. They subjected the mentioned variables to
HLM: level two included community structural characteristic
variables while level one included the peer effects variable, individual-level student reports of peer behavior, and several control variables (e.g., age, race, parental practices).
Similar to studies that used a compositional measurement
approach (Beyers et al., 2003; Bruce, 2004; Chung & Steinberg,
2006; Wight et al., 2006), the HLM analysis found that community socioeconomic status had a direct effect on adolescent behavioral problems (Haynie et al., 2006). However, Haynie and
colleagues also found that peer effects directly influenced adolescent self-reported behavioral problems as well as mediated the relationship between two community structural characteristics (socioeconomic status, immigration concentration)
and adolescent self-reported behavior problems. These results
suggest that examining peer behavior from a CEM approach
may provide insight into the mediational role of peer network
structure between community structural characteristics and
adolescent behavior problems. This study also highlights the
importance of including community structural characteristics
in contextual effects studies.
Community Member Effects
In a 2004 study, Simons and colleagues used a CEM approach
to explore the influence of community member involvement in
African American youths’ lives on the occurrence of behavioral problems. Controlling for parental practices, peer behavior,
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and the level of adolescents’ commitment to school, the authors
hypothesized that community member monitoring and supervising would be negatively associated with behavioral problems
among adolescents. The authors used census data to capture
community socioeconomic status and the Family and Community Health Study dataset to assess collective socialization.
The authors developed a contextual effects variable of collective socialization (Simons et al., 2004). To create this contextual effect variable, they aggregated an eight-item scale assessing
caregivers’ perceptions of adult involvement in the community
to the census block level, thus creating a group-level mean score
of collective socialization. A two-level HLM was used, which
found an association between community socioeconomic status and adolescent behavioral problems (Beyers et al., 2003; De
Coster et al., 2006; Haynie et al., 2006). Additionally, Simons and
colleagues (2004) found that collective socialization was inversely associated with behavioral problems, suggesting that fewer
behavioral problems occur among youths in communities with
more adults monitoring and supervising adolescent behavior.
Their findings also supported that collective socialization mediated the relationship between community socioeconomic status and adolescent self-reported behavior problems.
Although Simons and colleagues (2004) partially examined
the role of community members using census data, another
study used a locally-based geographic dataset (Cantillon, 2006).
Cantillon (2006) employed a dataset consisting of 103 tenthgrade males from public high schools in a Midwestern town
with their caregivers and one community member who resided
on their residential block. This study established community
boundaries based on the block where each youth resided. On
average, each block consisted of 17 households. Unlike other
studies, Cantillon used block-level aggregated parent and community member reports to measure community socioeconomic status, residential mobility, community social organization,
and informal social control.
Cantillon (2006) measured community structural characteristics by averaging adult reports of their household income and
their perceived frequency of residential turnover. Moreover, this
study created a contextual effects variable of social organization
from adult reports on three different four-item scales. For example, to operationalize social organization, the author used each
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adult’s responses to items assessing the level of shared emotional connection among community members, community members’ influence on local issues, and desired community safety.
The measured components of social organization assessed the
sentiments among community members. Cantillon (2006) subjected the mentioned variables to Structural Equation Modeling, and found that low community socioeconomic status and
residential mobility were associated with behavioral problems.

Implications for Research
Future studies of behavior problems should address the dynamic and interactive components of community processes by using the contextual effects measurement approach. A possible beginning place would be to replicate previous research and examine
the influence of adult community members and adolescents’ peer
networks on behavior problems using different samples. Further,
given that previous studies using a contextual effects measurement approach show an association between family processes at
an aggregate level and adolescent behavior problems (Cantillon,
2006; Haynie et al., 2006; Simons et al., 2004), future studies also
should include parenting processes as controls.
The CEM approach also has implications for other areas of
research. This approach primarily has been implemented in
community studies; however, future research could examine
other forms of “community.” For instance, the family could be
considered a type of community, and an individual’s behavior
could be examined in the context of this “community.” For adolescents, the family is the most immediate community; the influences of family on behavior are important. Thus, the CEM
approach could help identify the mechanisms through which
an adolescent’s family affects their behavior.
This article has emphasized using the CEM model when
studying behavioral problems among adolescents. However,
adolescents are not the only individuals susceptible to community influence, and problematic behavior is not the only type of
behavior that warrants study. Thus, future community studies
examining different samples (e.g., women, elderly) and different
types of outcomes (e.g., sexual behavior) also could benefit from
using such an approach.
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Limitations of the Contextual
Effects Measurement Approach
Although the CEM approach has strengths, researchers
using this approach may encounter limitations. A first limitation arises from the definition of community boundaries. For
example, Haynie and colleagues (2006) used census tracts to
define community boundaries. However, individuals may perceive their community to be smaller than the census tract. Subsequently, community measures using census data may assess
several communities existing within a single tract.
Another possible limitation of the CEM approach comes
from treating community characteristics, such as peer networks, as individual-level predictors. As Haynie and colleagues
(2006) noted, doing so does not allow for predictions about community characteristics that determine the level of influence peer
networks have on adolescent violence. To address this limitation, they proposed incorporating peer networks into models
and conducting a three-level HLM model. In this case, adolescents would be embedded within a peer network, which would
then be embedded within a community.
Another possible limitation comes from small sample sizes.
For example, Cantillon’s (2006) research did not find an association between community social organization or informal
social control and behavior problems. The author argues that
the lack of support for these relationships may be due to some
of the community blocks comprising two study participants.
The author recommends that future research follow Bryk and
Raudenbush’s (1992) rule of thumb, which suggests 15 cases per
geographic unit.
Although not specific to the CEM approach, a final limitation is the possibility of omitting important community-level
factors that may affect an individual’s behavior. As such, strong
theoretical models are necessary when using a CEM approach
and considering the selection of study participants.

Conclusion
The purpose of this article was to present and evaluate the
merits of the contextual effects measurement (CEM) approach.
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Applying the CEM approach may result in a rich and comprehensive understanding of how dynamic community processes
can affect an individual’s behavior. It is important to utilize this
approach since studies examining possible processes operating
in the community are relatively scarce and it remains unclear
which processes influence human behavior. The CEM approach
is one possible way to detect these processes; it thus has important implications for understanding the dynamic processes that
occur in the community and for community-level interventions.
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Book Reviews
Leah Ruppanner, Motherlands: How States Push Mothers Out of
Employment. Temple University Press (2020). 173 pages,
$24.95 (softcover).
Ruppanner has produced a significant social policy review,
taking a comprehensive look into how the policies of states
push mothers back into the labor market or pull them out of
it. The existing literature generally identifies three typologies
of welfare states—liberal, conservative, and socio–democratic—
and groups all of the United States together as one welfare state.
Ruppanner suggests this approach ignores the more nuanced
reality that each state abides by different policies, in effect creating fifty (51 including D.C.) possible welfare states. According to features of emphasis, Ruppanner organizes these models into four main categorical types: (a) gender empowerment
regimes; (b) childcare regimes; (c) policy void regimes; and (d)
ideal regimes (that is, regimes that combine emphases of gender
empowerment and childcare). The first category contains progressive states like California, while the second category contains more traditional or conservative states like Nebraska. The
third category contains those states that emphasize neither gender empowerment nor affordable, accessible childcare options,
such as Montana, Florida, Indiana, and Pennsylvania, while the
fourth category contains states with both emphases, such as
Wisconsin, Maine, Hawaii, and Washington, D.C.
Ruppanner’s findings in this book are reflective of the historical, structural, and cultural contexts surrounding motherhood and sociopolitical policy in the United States. Historically,
femininity has been associated with nurturing, caretaking, and
homemaking characteristics. Thus, maternal employment can
be overlooked by traditional policymakers—who are inclined to
assume that women want to or should stay home after having
a baby—thereby limiting the attention policymakers put into
enacting policies favoring working mothers. Structural forces
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such as attitudes toward race also impact state policies. While
white mothers might be expected to stay at home, non-white
mothers face subtle pushes back into the workforce soon after
giving birth. For example, policies that support paid or unpaid
maternity leave often are written in such a way that they are
harder to access for mothers of color than for white mothers.
Ruppanner poses two crucial questions: (1) What causes the
lack of maternal employment in the United States, and (2) what
policies can be put in place to aid the return of mothers to the
labor market postpartum? Perhaps the main policies impacting
maternal employment revolve around access to affordable, high
quality, and reliable childcare. Contrary to the expectations of
many, Red states tend to have this type of childcare in place,
and thus we see a higher rate of maternal employment in these
states. According to Ruppanner, feminist theory posits that
states that have more women in their legislatures and better
gender empowerment would be more conducive to postpartum
maternal employment. While having more gender empowerment and representation in government is helpful to women, it
does not aid maternal employment in the same way that having
more comprehensive childcare does. Because childcare is a female dominated field, it is traditionally underpaid. Therefore,
workers in the field of childcare are in short supply in places
with a high cost of living. This is one significant factor that
makes high quality, comprehensive childcare difficult to find in
such Blue states as California and New York.
An assumption in this book is that maternal reentry into the
labor market is the goal. At first, I questioned this goal, as it is
extremely rooted in the capitalist view that everyone needs to
work forty hours a week in order to be a valuable member of
society. However, Ruppanner discusses the ways in which exiting the workplace can be detrimental to mothers, especially if
the economy crashes or if they have marital problems. The more
financially independent women are, the more choices they have
if any such occurrences take place. Furthermore, when states
lose about fifty percent of working women due to pregnancy, as
is the case with states like California, Oregon, and New York,
not only do the state economies take a hit, but the states also
lose valuable human capital. It is states with highly educated
women that tend to push mothers out of the labor market because these are the states that lack comprehensive childcare
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options. This push out of the workforce further aggravates the
income gap between working men and women.
A stylistic element used throughout this book is hypothetical women named Ava and Michelle. Ruppanner uses these
hypothetical women to explain the different constraints that
working women face in different types of states. Both of these
women are white, cisgender, heterosexual, working mothers of
lower to middling income. Ava lives in Nebraska and Michelle
lives in California. Despite how similar these two women are
socioeconomically, their lives differ in many ways because of
where they live and the policies that those states put in place.
Living in Nebraska, Ava does not struggle to find childcare, but
she often wonders how her life could be different if she lived in
a state with better opportunities for women in the workplace.
Ava’s living costs are low and her purchasing power is high.
She does not worry about the cost of childcare as it is relatively
low and partially subsidized by her state’s government. In contrast, living in California, Michelle has a fruitful career but her
happiness with her career is overshadowed by the harsh reality
of the expensive and unreliable childcare options available to
her. Even though she lives in a gender empowerment regime,
her husband is rarely the person who is expected to stay home
from work because their child is sick or because their childcare
fell through. Living in California, her cost of living is high and
her purchasing power is low. She often wonders if the cost of
childcare is even worth her staying in the labor market.
As Ruppanner herself notes, her book is limited by the lack
of an intersectional approach. While she does write a bit about
mothers of color, her main focus is on white, heterosexual, lower
to middling income, working women who birth their own biological babies. This approach keeps the comparisons sharp, but
she looks forward to more intersectional research to follow. Another limitation of this book is that although Ruppanner highlights state statistics with clarity, there are surely major differences within states that remain obscured. For example, the data
representing my own state, Illinois, are heavily impacted by the
Chicago area. However, we likely could find various “welfare
states” within Illinois alone: Chicagoland, central Illinois, and
southern Illinois are all quite different from each other regarding maternal employment policies.
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Most interesting to readers of this journal, Ruppanner suggests eight specific policy areas that will aid in maternal return
to employment:
(1) Reduce childcare costs and increase the availability
of childcare. This policy area is especially important
in states that have higher costs of living.
(2) Make enrollment in the Head Start program more
accessible. According to Ruppanner, current Head
Start policies result in middle class families being
overlooked, largely because of funding shortages.
(3) Elongate school days to better fit the forty hour
work week.
(4) Provide well-paid parental leave for both parents.
(5) Increase support for female dominated professions.
Male dominated professions, such as mining and
farming, already are subsidized. Female dominated
professions, such as teaching and childcare, are rarely
subsidized and therefore remain lower-paid work.
(6) Regulate work schedules to make work weeks shorter
and more flexible for working parents.
(7) Open historically male dominated fields to women.
(8) Mitigate the structural barriers that men face when
they take paid and unpaid parental leave.
These policies are enacted unevenly across the country; Ruppanner calls on state legislators to enact the policies their
particular states lack.
Ruppanner maintains that both childcare regimes and gender empowerment regimes can learn from one another. Since
different states perform well in different categories, Ruppanner
calls on policymakers in each state to look at other states for
different approaches to equalizing the playing field for working mothers. There are policies that childcare regimes have in
place which support working mothers that gender empowerment regimes can learn from and there are policies that gender
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empowerment regimes have in place that could aid women who
live in childcare regimes.
Ruppaner’s presentation valuably emphasizes how attitudes
about women and motherhood shape legislation. Red state legislators who hold more traditional views on gender roles expect
women to have a higher birth rate and therefore put more emphasis on comprehensive childcare options. Prior to reading
this book, much like many others, I simply assumed that Red
states would be the states pushing mothers out of employment.
The data in this book prove the contrary.
Hana Liechty
Illinois State University

Sarah Esther Lageson, Digital Punishment: Stigma, and the Harms
of Data-Driven Criminal Justice. Oxford University Press
(2020). 256 pages, $34.95 (hardcover).
It is no secret that criminal justice involvement has massive
impacts on life outcomes. Having a criminal record can thwart
one’s employment opportunities, financial wellbeing, housing,
and involvement in prosocial behaviors, such as voting. Crime
always has been able to garner a captive audience, and we now
see the growth of documenting criminal records into the digital
ecosystem. Dr. Sarah Esther Lageson discusses the growth in
digitalizing criminal records from multiple perspectives in this
new book, providing a nuanced account of the actors who benefit from and those who are harmed by “digilantism” while reflecting on our country’s cultural views regarding punishment,
atonement, crime, and transparency.
The act of posting mugshots on social media is now a routine practice for law enforcement and local jails as they document and publicize their successes. Some may see such actions
as inconsequential; however, these mugshots posted by police,
courts, jails, and prisons are considered public record, and can
be obtained and used easily and cheaply by private websites
and individual actors. Such websites have utilized this information so that a simple Google search of a person’s name instantly
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reveals their mugshot. The digitization, duplication, and online
cataloguing of these records have fundamentally changed the
reach of the criminal justice system.
Landlords can run free searches quickly and easily deny
housing to prospective tenants based on information they find
online. Companies such as BeenVerified and Instant Checkmate
have monetized public records into an effective business model, transforming criminal records into commodities under the
guise of transparency and public safety. However, these digital
records are frequently reshared without checking for accuracy
or to see if the information is up to date. As a result, these records can mask the truth or be completely wrong, giving millions of people online scars without much recourse.
Lageson highlights the experience of individuals who have
been impacted by physical and digital records. For example,
attorneys in midtown Manhattan found that in 45% of cases,
the defendant’s criminal records contain at least one mistake.
Furthermore, when an error is found, it is an uphill battle to
fix. This battle is an arduous process where individuals have
to prove the state was liable for the mistakes in their criminal
records. This process may include individuals having to travel
to pick up documents and, in some instances, pay for their own
criminal record to be amended. In cases of individuals trying
to get their digital mugshot removed, Lageson shows how challenging the process can be even for charges that were dropped:
One individual had to pay for his Instant Checkmate report,
review it, and then call the technology company to get the erroneous information removed. Even then, there is no guarantee
that the mugshots have not been picked up by Facebook groups
or local news sources, which create a whole new set of hoops to
jump through in order to get the information removed.
The book shows how many people who have criminal records that range from acquittals to simple arrests feel helpless
as they engage with online life. They avoid online dating and
must be strategic when applying for jobs as a Google search of
one’s name can bring up criminal records or mugshots without
much information regarding the charges, amendments, or results. The stigma produced by online shaming legitimizes continued suspicion even in the absence of legal evidence. These
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online public records can cause social and personal distress
that extend well beyond the punishments of the legal system.
The book’s content is illuminating, and I really appreciate
how Lageson provides an analysis of the United States’ social
and cultural perspectives on punishment and technology. I also
find her viewpoint to be extremely poignant given the volatility of the current political landscape. She highlights the shift
toward community policing, which coincided with declining
public faith in the criminal justice system and a subsequent
lack of rehabilitative efforts. For better or for worse, this deviation has shifted how we view personal responsibility, safety,
and punishment. For example, Lageson met with the owners of
websites and blogs that post digital mugshots and found that
these digilantes felt they were contributing to a noble purpose
that increased public safety. To these actors, such efforts feel authentic and draw on Americans’ notions of neighborhood cooperation and social cohesion. However, they also serve to turn
people into independent agents of investigation and surveillance. Transparency advocates also adopt this stance, arguing
that these websites encourage Crime Stoppers tips and promote
arrests and safety. However, there is no available data to support such claims; rather, studies show that public shaming can
lead to recidivism.
Although Lageson gives a thorough account of the interactions between punishment and technology, I wish she had
shared her positionality in this piece. How does the author’s
own intersectionality of race, gender, and privilege impact her
research and field work? A reflective section outlining how her
intersecting identities impact this project would have provided
more context to this novel and important issue. Nonetheless,
I thoroughly enjoyed this book due to its relatability. As a social worker working with gang-involved youth and gunshot
victims, I see firsthand how online content impacts my clients’
freedom, safety and ability to access resources.
As we often invoke the criminal justice system in our collective struggle to manage our concerns about change, little doubt
can be raised regarding the level of destruction that digital artifacts can have on individuals and communities. What Digital Punishment shows us is that these accounts of online transgression
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should raise serious concerns regarding the veracity and sincerity of digilantes’ information. We must question if digital punishment makes us feel safer and reduces crime, or if it simply makes
it harder for our neighbors to reintegrate into society.
Nathan Aguilar
Columbia University School of Social Work

Thomas K. Rudel, Shocks, States, and Sustainability: The Origins
of Radical Environmental Reforms. Oxford University Press
(2019). 228 pages, $31.95 (softcover).
Given the possibly dire consequences of climate change, it is
hard not to be incredibly pessimistic about the future. Lobbying
from heavy industry has ensured that we are not undergoing
the massive structural changes needed to transition to sustainability. Even though we require fewer emissions for increased
economic growth, total emissions are still increasing globally.
However, Thomas Rudel here provides an interestingly positive
look at the future, one that does not attempt to trivialize or minimize the potentially devastating impacts of global warming.
Instead, Rudel takes a positive view of crises as impetuses to
social change. He uses four historical case studies of environmental reforms and revolutions from the 20th century to make
his point: (a) the American Great Plains, (b) England, (c) Cuba,
and (d) the U.S. state of Maine.
In the 1920s and 1930s, a variety of different factors led to an
environmental crisis in the somewhat unsettled western portion of the United States. The “closing of the frontier” was the
end to the practice of settlers going west and being granted large
parcels of federal land simply for showing up. The number of
land titles awarded by the government peaked in the 1910s and
declined suddenly afterward, simply because unclaimed land
was running out. This decline caged settlers to their individual
plots, and the resulting soil exhaustion led to widespread poverty among farmers. The Great Depression of 1929 and the dust
storms of the 1930s that followed significantly exacerbated the
problem. The U.S. government responded with the New Deal,
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which had massively positive environmental effects. Eroded land was purchased to be put aside for conservation, and
soil-conserving agricultural practices that are still used today
were put into effect. The positive results from these policies are
still felt decades later; emissions are measurably lower today
than they would be if these reforms had never been enacted.
England’s increasing reliance on international trade to meet
its domestic demand for agricultural products proved disastrous upon the advent of World War II, as the war significantly disrupted trade. Due to valid, resulting concerns about food
security in the event of another war, English planners in the
1950s and 1960s preserved belts of agricultural land around major cities. The result was British citizens relying more on local
production to meet their food needs, subsequently decreasing
energy use and greenhouse gas emissions. It is a rather remarkable result that, during the postwar economic boom in which
unemployment fell to record lows and significant economic
growth was enjoyed, land was increasingly preserved for agricultural rather than urban use. In fact, more land was converted
from agricultural to urban use in the decade before World War
II than in the decade after. This is significant evidence that, even
in the midst of traditional economic growth, positive environmental policy can be successful.
Beginning in the early 20th century and up until the 1990s,
the economy of Cuba was primarily supported by the production and export of sugarcane. The production of this sugarcane
increasingly required massively intensive industrial processes,
as well as imported inputs such as chemical fertilizers. This
trend continued even in the midst of the Cuban Revolution of
the 1950s, when all sizable private landholdings were taken as
state property. The impetus for major environmental change
did not happen until the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, which nearly overnight obliterated the primary foreign
market for Cuba’s goods, causing these industrial processes to
become unprofitable, leading to significant economic recession.
This recession was only worsened by the continuing U.S. trade
embargo that prevented Cuba from easily switching to a new
international market. Instead, Cuba massively cut imports and
relied instead on domestic production. Agroecological farming
proliferated as Cubans began cultivating sustainable, smallscale gardens within cities. The result is that, according to some

Chapter
Title
Book
Reviews

161

estimates, Cuba is the only country in the world to achieve true
sustainable development.
The U.S. state of Maine has been famous for its lobster production since the 19th century. However, by the 1920s and 1930s,
overfishing had become a significant problem, with extraction
levels having declined to one fourth of what they were at their
previous peak. Yet today, Maine lobster fisheries are some of the
most productive on the planet. The turnaround was partly due
to regulations being enforced during the crisis period, allowing
only midsize lobsters to be taken from the ocean. Small juvenile lobsters, which had not yet bred, as well as large lobsters,
vital to the ecosystem and the continuation of the species, were
thrown back. State officials additionally enacted rules limiting
the number of allowed fishers and traps in given zones. It is
these practices that largely saved the Maine lobster fishing industry and have allowed it to sustainably exist for almost a century after the crisis.
Why did these four successful cases of reform happen in the
first place? To help explain this, Rudel distinguishes between
two types of socio-ecological dynamics: (a) presses and (b)
pulses. Presses are slow, gradual, incremental processes, such
as population growth or carbon dioxide levels in the air. These
changes support business-as-usual politics, in which the status
quo is maintained. Pulses, by contrast, are very sudden and often catastrophic changes, such as massive floods or economic
collapse. It is pulses that inspire the creation of groups that oppose the current system and foster change. Although climate
change is currently dominated by press dynamics, we are increasingly seeing pulse dynamics as well. The more that some
factors press, the more pulses we will see.
Much of the pulse dynamics come in the form of “focusing” and “leveling” events. Focusing events reshape the attention that governments and people have onto singular issues,
and leveling events destroy both wealth and inequality, leaving
people on a worse but more equal level. With perhaps the exception of the state of Maine, the driver of change in all four of
the previous examples were pulse events that were both leveling and focusing: the Great Depression, World War II, the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the Maine lobster fishery crisis.
Thus, Rudel contends that major positive reform happens in the
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wake of sudden, significant wealth-destroying events (that is,
focusing and leveling pulses).
In this sense, Rudel offers a remarkably optimistic view of
catastrophic events. Although they produce much suffering
and destruction, they can result in great positive reforms that
significantly outlast the length of the original event. In this way,
they may have been necessary in the first place. If humanity
truly only learns through sudden, harmful “pulse” events, then
attempting to ward off all such events actually may be worse
for us in the long term. Perhaps, in other words, sometimes millions must die so that billions in the future do not. This is an interesting, utilitarian take on disasters. Although it is not wholly
original, Rudel certainly contributes to the abstract sociological
scholarship by categorizing events as press and pulse, and by
describing pulse events as focusing and leveling. While useful,
it is also terrifying to recognize that, apparently, the pulse event
to wreak havoc and focus humanity’s efforts on the mitigation
of climate change is yet to come.
A major problem with the book is that of the four examples, only one is of a nation properly transforming itself into a
sustainable system. The first two examples, those of the United
States and England, remain major polluting nations of the Global North that have not done nearly enough to prevent anthropogenic global warming. Yes, it is completely true that without the
reforms Rudel describes, things would be slightly or somewhat
worse. However, these reforms clearly have not been enough,
as evidenced by the lack of mitigation of worldwide press factors like total emissions and carbon dioxide levels. It is hard
to swallow the claim that World War II was good for the environment in the long term simply because English agriculture
became somewhat more local (Rudel also correctly notes that
World War II led to the creation of the United Nations, a great
advocate for climate change mitigation, but the U.N.’s effectiveness in creating real environmental change also is highly open
to question).
The last of the four examples, that of lobster fishery in Maine,
feels incredibly minor compared to the other three. World War
II, the global Great Depression, and the collapse of the Soviet
Union are all hugely important events in human history that
have had thousands of books written about them. The obscure
Maine lobster crisis of the 1920s, on the other hand, while
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interesting, feels almost irrelevant in the context of the rest of
the book. Rudel even admits that this example doesn’t as closely
follow the pattern that the other three do, raising the question of
why it was even included in the first place.
The only example of sufficient change is that of Cuba, which
has indeed transformed itself into a sustainable nation. However, even this required action of moral questionability, such
as the seizing of all landholdings above 67 hectares in 1963. It
is most likely beyond the scope of the book to tackle the moral
implications of possibly necessary reform, and so Rudel should
not be criticized for this. However, it is still important to note
how the most successful of the four examples only came at a
significant cost in other cherished areas of life.
Rudel’s sociological scholarship, in describing how major
reforms come about and proliferate, is very interesting and useful, and has applications outside of the specific lens of climate
change. There is also nothing wrong with Rudel’s historical
scholarship within the context of any single historical example
he gives; his writing is very well organized and well sourced,
even if he offers few original historical observations. It is within
the greater context of his historical comparisons that the scholarship suffers.
Although Rudel demonstrates that the four events can be
explained by the same abstract categorization of processes, they
otherwise feel like they have very little in common with one
another, and they seem relatively arbitrarily chosen. The case
of English agricultural practices feels much too small given its
catastrophic driving pulse event (World War II), and the case
of Maine lobster fishing practices feels too specific and irrelevant. The western America example supports his thesis well
enough, but the events were clearly not of the necessary scale.
It is definitely a problem that only one out of four examples is
sufficiently indicative of Rudel’s main idea. The resulting overall impression is often that one is reading a series of papers,
rather than a singular integrated work. Although this is not a
bad book in itself, it feels unlikely that, over the coming years, it
will have significant impact on historical or ecological literature
as a whole.
Wolfe Padawer
Koc University
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Stuart Gietel-Basten, The “Population Problem” in Pacific Asia. Oxford University Press (2019). 222 pages, $55.00 (hardcover).
This book brings attention to population problems, such
as low fertility, population decline, and aging, in Pacific Asian
countries (mainly South Korea, China, Singapore, Taiwan, and
Japan). Population stagnation and decline is one of the most
critical challenges among Pacific Asian countries because population problems may worsen economic conditions and the balance of political power. Governments look for policies to solve
the low rates of fertility and marriage, but often their efforts
do not reflect realistic demands. With this concern in mind, Gietel-Basten suggests three significant limitations of current approaches to such population problems.
Firstly, Gietel-Basten points out the limitations of the Total Fertility Rate (TFR), which reflects temporary shifts in the
context of childbearing. Alternatively, the Cohort Fertility
Rate (CFR) is likely to measure more realistically the number
of people in a country. Secondly, Pacific Asian countries create
policies that may not boost fertility rates due to a significant
difference between their governments’ conceptions of fertility
barriers and the actual fertility barriers their populations encounter. While governments in Pacific Asian countries formulate policies to increase the marriage rate as a starting point,
actual fertility barriers are more associated with direct/indirect
costs for childbearing, gender roles, and individualism. Thirdly,
as a malfunctional side effect of fertility and marriage policy,
stigmatization exists against unmarried women, as well as a
“discriminatory gaze” between the older and younger generations in social culture. Those of the older generation too often
assume that younger people do not want to get married because
of their selfish egoism.
Gietel-Basten’s approach helps explain the low fertility rate
in Pacific Asian countries. First of all, he uses a multidimensional
lens to identify the population problems at the individual level,
such as direct/indirect costs for childbearing, the malfunction
of fertility policy, and cultural factors such as individualization,
changing gender roles, and stigmatization against unmarried
people and also between generations. Secondly, he focuses on
examples of specific cultural factors in Pacific Asian countries.
Each country has different levels of deep cultural values, such
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as filial responsibility, familism, gender roles, and religions. For
example, a cross-cultural research study cited here suggests
that Japanese culture is more likely to be individualistic than
Korean culture. This book highlights specific reasons why low
fertility rates persist, taking into account subcultural nuances in
Pacific Asian countries.
Although this book has valuable strengths, there is at least
one weakness. This book does not sufficiently deal with the
issues concerning the increased number of the elderly people
in the population profile of Pacific Asian countries, at least not
when compared to the attention given to low fertility among the
young. Given the size of the “baby boom” generation birthed
during the period of post-war industrialization, especially in
South Korea, China, and Japan, a now-aging society is a major
factor in population stagnation and decline.
Soonhyung Kwon
University of Illinois
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